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[)lainly are so if they use topics calculated to wound 
the feelings of their neighbour who believes what 
they disbelieve ; because religion, unlike other subjects 
of controversy, is one that mixes itself with the strongest 
feelings of the heart, and these must not be rudely 
outraged ; because no man can be so perfectly certain 
that he is himself right and others are wrong, as to 
justify him in thus making their opinions the subject 
of insolent laughter or scurrilous abuse ; because it is 
our duty, even v\ hen fully com inctnl that we are 
dealing with error, and with dangerous error, to adopt 
such a course as will rather conciliate those we would 
uain over to the truth tlian make them shut their eyes 
to it by revolting their strongest feelings. Hence all 
law-givers have, reganh^d such scolhng and insolent 
attacks on the religion professed by the great majority 
of their sul)jects as an ollenee justly j)unishable ; 
although it may fairly be doubted whether the inter- 
j)osition of the law has ever had a tendency to protect 
religious belief itself, and may even he suspected of 
liaving favoured the designs of those who impugn it, 
both by the nniction which such })roceedings always 
occasion, and by tlie more cautious and successful 
methods of attack to which they usually drive the oppo- 
nents of the national faith. Hut tlie offence, whether 
punislied by the laws or not, is very incorrectly, 
though very generally, termed blasphemy, which is 
the offence of scoffing at the Deity, and assumes that 
the scoffer believes in him Now it is barely possible 
that this offence may le comnr’tted ; but it is the 
act of a mad rather than a bad mail. If, iiuleed, any 
one really believing pretends to unbelief in order to 
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indulge in scoffing, no language is too strong to express 
the reprobation he deserves, if he l)e in liis senses ; for 
he adds falsehood to a crime so horrible as almost to 
pass the bounds of belief— the frightful act of wilfully 
rebelling against the Almighty Creator of heaven and 
earth. — This is the fi.r,st and worst form of the offence. 

Secondly : The like guilt will, to a certain extent, 
be incurred by him who vents his ribaldry, upon the 
mere ground of his scepticism. On such a sul>jcct 
doubting is not enough. Unless therti is an entire 
conviction in the mind that the j)opular belief is utterly 
groundless in the one case (that of attacking the 
J^eity) that there is a Cod, in the other (attaekino* 
Christianity) that there is a foundation for revelation, 
the guilt of blasj>h(uny is incurred. He must be con- 
vinced, not merely doubt, or s<‘e reason for doubting; 
because no one has a right to speculate and take the 
chances of being innocent ; guiltless if his doui)ts are 
w'ell founded, guilty if they are not. The virtuous 
course here is the safe one. This is the moral of the 
fable in whi(di the hermit answers the question of the 
rake, Where are you, father, if there be not another 
world ?” with the other question, “ And you, my son, if 
there be?” Wc. need not go so far as some have done, 
who on this ground contend ill at it is safer alwtays 
to believe than to doubt, be^ ‘":se belief must ever, to be 
of any value, dejiend on coiiviction. 13ut we may 
assuredly hold that the bett<?r conduct is that which 
abstfiins from ;dtack and offence where the reasons 
hang in susjieaise — ai stains because of the great guilt 
incurred if the doubts should prove groundless. 

It is a third and lesser degree of this offence if a 
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p(‘rson carelessly gives way to a prevailing unbelief, 
and does not a])j)ly his faculties to the iinjuiry with 
that sol)er attention, that conscientious diligence, 
which its iiniuense importance demands of all rational 
creatures. No man is accountable for the opinion he 
may form, the conclusion at which he may arrive, 
provided that hit has taken due pains to inform his 
mind and fix his judgment. But for the conduct of 
his understanding he certainly is responsible. He 
does more than err if he negligently proceeds in the 
inquiry ; he does more than err if he allows any 
motive to sway his mind save the constant and single 
desire of finding the truth ; Ik; does more than err if 
he sufters the least influence of temper or of weak 
feeling to warp his Judgment ; he does more than err 
if lie listens rather to ridicule than reason, unless it be 
that ridicule which springs from the contemplation of 
gross and manifest alisurdity, and which is in truth 
argument and not rihaldry. 

Now by these jilain rules we must try Voltaire; and 
it is imjiossible to deny that he possessed such sufficient 
information, and applied his mind with such sufficient 
anxiety to the discovery of truth, as gave him a right 
to say that he had formed his opinions, how 
erroneous soever they might be, after inquiring, and 
not lightly. The story which is related of the Master 
in the Jesuits’ Seminary of Louis le (Jrand, where he 
was educated, having foretold that he would he the 
Corypheus of deists, if true, only proves that he had 
very early begun to think for himself; and whoever 
doubtevl the real })resence, or questioned the power of 
absolution, was at once set down for an infidel in 



6 


VOLTAIIIE. 


those countries and in those times. It would l)e the 
fate of any young scholar in the Roman colleges at 
this day, especially were he to maintain his doubts 
with a show of cleverness; and were he to mingle 
the least wit with his argument, he Avould straight- 
way be charged with blasphemy. Jiut it must be 
added that an impression unfavourable to the truths of 
religion, and its uses, was made upon Voltaire's mind 
by the sight of its abuses, and l)y a consideration of the 
manifest errors inculcated in the Romish system. It is 
not enough to bring him within the blame above stated 
under the third head, that he was prejudiced in conduct - 
ing his in<jiiiri(,‘s, if that j)rejudice juoceeded from the 
errors of others which he had unjustly b(‘en summoned 
to believe. He is not to be l)lamed for having begun 
to doubt of the truths of Christianity in conse(|uence 
of his attention liaving originally been directed to the 
foundations of the systmn by a view of the falsehoods 
which had been built upon thos(i truths. Kven if the 
bigotry of priests, the persecutions of sovereigns, the 
absurditi(‘s of a false faith, the grovelling superstitions 
of its votaries, their suflerings, bodily as well as mental, 
under false guides and sordid pastors, roused his 
indignation and liis pity, and tlu si» alternating emotions 
first excited the spirit of iiupiiry, afterwards too much 
guided its course, we are not on that: account to con- 
demn him as severely as '' should one who, from 
some personal spleen or iiuiividual interest, liad 
suffered his judgment to lie warjjed, and thus, as it 
were, lashed hnnselt into disbelief of a system alto- 
gether pure, a(l]nini‘^:ercd i»y a sim})le, a disinterested, 
a venerable liierar(*hj\ 
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het US for a inoiueiit, independent of vvliat may be 
termed tlie political view of tlie question — independent 
of all tliat regards the priesthood — consider the posi- 
tion of a person endowed with strong natural faculties, 
and not under the absolute dominion of his spiritual 
guides, nor prevented by their authority from exercising 
his reason ; but, on the contrary, living at a moment 
when a spirit of free in<juiry was beginning generally 
to prevail, l ie is told that the mystery of transubstan- 
tiation must be believed by him as a fact; he is told 
that theni has been transmitted through a succession of 
ages from th(‘ a})Ostles omi ol the Divine attributes, 
the pow(‘r of jjardoning sin, and that the laying a 
])riest\s hands on a layman gives liim tliis miraculous 
])ower, to be (ixereised l)y him how guilty soever may 
be his own life, liow absolutely null his own l)elief in 
the Divine being — nay, that this power lias come 
througli certain jiersons notorious atheists themselves, 
and whose liv(‘s were more scandalously profligate than 
aiij thing t.liat a modest tongue (‘an describe. Presented 
to a vigorous mind, and not enforced by an authority 
wliicli sutlers no reasoning, or if enforced yet vainly 
so (Miforced, these dogmas and these claims became the 
suliject of discussion, and wcu’e rejected almost as soon 
as they were understood. But in company with them 
were found many other doctrines and pretensions of a 
very dilferent complexion, yet all oi them were pro- 
nounc(.*d to have the san;e Divine original; and no 
greater sanctity, no higher authority, no deeper vene- 
ration was claimed for them than for the nvdl jiresence 
of the Creator at the sun mons of the priest, or tlie 
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participation of that j)riest in the attributes of the God- 
head. Let us be just towards tlie youth who was 
jdaeed in these circumstances, and let us not condemn 
him for hastily rejecting the wlieat with the chalf, 
before we endea^'our to place ourselves in the same 
situation, asking what ellect would be ])roduced on our 
minds by severe denunciations against us should we 
doubt the j)riest’s power, or refuse an explicit assent to 
his dogmas, which our reason, nay our senses rejected, 
while he refused all access to the inspired volumes 
which contained, or w<m (^ said to contain, their only 
warrant. Kejecting the false do(*trines, the chances 
are many that our faith would Ixi shaken in the true. 
How many Protestants were made in the sixteenth 
century by the sale of indulgences ! But how many 
unbelievers in (/hristianity liave l)e(m made in all 
ages of the Church by the grosser errors of Bonus 
the exorl)itant usurpations of lu^r bisho])S, and the 
preposterous claims of her clergy ! 

It is also to he ol)served that Voltaire v/as, through 
his whole life, a sincere believer in the existence and 
attributes of the Deity. lie was a firm and decided, 
and an 0[)enly declared unladiever in Christianity, but 
he was, without any hesitation or any intermission, a 
theist. Then in examining the justice of the chargt* 
of blasjdiemy it is to be lioriui in nind that not one 
irreverent expression is to Ixj found in ; hi< number- 
less writings towards \\m Deity in wliom lie believed. 
He has more ably than most writers stated and illus- 
trated the arguments in fav.air of that bidief He lias 
consecrated some of h:s noblest jMietry to celebrate the 



VOLTAIRE. 


9 


j)0wcrs of the GodlK^ad.* Whatever exceptionto this 
assertion may seem to be found in those writings will, 
on consideration, prove to be only apparent. It will 
be found that he is sj^eaking only of the Deity as 
represented in systems of religion which he dis- 
believed ; conse((uently he is there ridiculing only the 
idols, the work of men’s hands, and the objects of 
superstitious worshij), not the great lieing in whom he 
believed and whom he adored. Kveii his ‘ Candide,’ 
one of his greatest, j)erhaps his most ])erfect work, is 
only intended to expose the extravagance of the oj)tiniist 
doctrine ; and hou^ever we may lament its tone in some 
sort, it is certainly not chargiMibh^ with ridiculing any- 
thing which a ])hilosoj)hic theist must necessarily 
l)(di(iV(;. 

lint no one can (x\(unj)t Voltaire from blame for the 
inaniKu* in which he attacked religious o|)inions, and 
outraged tlu^ teelings of believers. There he is without 
defenc(\ Had all men been prepared to make the step 


* 11 (Iniinat i(; (‘oinpositions ahonrul in sarli soiitiinents, 

ill till? noblest of jioelieal abstraetioii ; but his 

e(‘lebrat('(l verses, saiil to have* been writtcMi (‘xtein])ore in a com- 
pany that \ven* aihnirint;' tlie iirinaineiit om* suiuin(‘r’s ('vc'ninjr, may 
be jilaeed by the side of tlie finest eomiiositions in that kind — 

“ Tons c(‘s vastes pays d’azur et de lumien*, 

'fires dll seiu du vid(*, formes sans maliere, 

( luides sans e<Mnpas, touriians sans pi^ ot, 

Is" ’out a p(‘ine cofite la. depenso d’lin mot.” 

\\du*n T on(*(* cited these to my illustrious friend iNIonti, who never 
windd allow any poetical m(*nt to the F • neh, he objeeteil to the 
last ])hras(‘, which he called the pirof, as low ami p’*osaic, and ii-s 
ahiirdiuir a proof ef his con.'-tant ])<»sition that theFiiiich have n^^ 
j)oel ical ianguai^e. 
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which lie liad himself taken, the wound would have 
been inconsiderable. But he must have written with 
the absolute certainty that their relii»ious belief would 
long survive his assaults, and that consequently, to the 
vast majority of ri‘ad(*rs, they could only give pain. 
Indeed he must, in tlie moments of calm retlection, 
have been awan' that reasoning, and not ridicule, is the 
jiroper remedy I'or religious error, and that no one can 
heartily embrace the infidel side of the great (juestion 
merely because he has been made to join in a laugh at 
the expense of absurdities mix(Hl up with the doctrines 
of believers ; nay, eviai if he has been drawn into a 
laugh at tli(‘ expense of some portion of thost^ do(*trines 
themselves It is no vindication for Voltaire against 
this heavy charge, liiit it may afford some ])alliation of 
his offence, if we reflect on the very great difference 
between the ecclesiastical n^ginum under Avhicdi he 
lived, and that with which ^\e are acquainted in our 
Protestant community. Ja^ no man sevi^ndy condemn 
tin; untiring zeal of Voltaire, and the various forms of 
attack which he employed without measure, against 
the religious institutions of his country, who is not 
prepared to say thai he could have kept entire j»ossession 
of his own temper, and never cast an eye of suspicion 
upon the substance of a religion tlius abused, nor m er 
have emjdoyed against its perversions tlie weajKins of 
declamation and of mockery; had m. Ihed under the 
system Avhich regarded Alexander Borgia as one of its 
spiritual guidi's, which bred up and maintaim^d in all 
the riot of criminal exc ess an aristocracy having for 
one branch of its resources the sjioils of the altar, which 
practised persecution as a favourite means of conviction. 
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and cast into tlie flames a lad of eighteen, charged with 
laughing as its priests ])assed hy. Such dreadful abuses 
wen; present to Voltaire’s mind when he attacked the 
Romish superstitions, and cxjiosed the profligacy, as well 
as the intolerance, of clerical usurpation. lie unhappily 
suflered them to poison liis mind upon the whole of 
that religion of which these were the al)use ; and, when 
his zeal waxed hot against the whole system, it blinded 
him to the unfairness of the weapons with which he 
attacked both its evidences and its teachers. 

The doctrine upon toleration, ui)on ])rosecutions for 
infidelity, even for blasphemy, which I have now ven- 
tured to propound, is suj)ported by the very highest 
authority among j)ersons of the most acknowledged 
piety, and of the warmest zeal for the interests of re- 
ligion. It was the constant maxim of my revered friend, 
Mr. \V'^ilberfo roe, that no man should be prosecuted for 
his attacks ui)on religion. He gave this opinion in 
Parliament ; and he was wont to say, that the ground 
of it was his belief in the truths of religion. “If 
religion l)e, as I believ(! it, true, it has nothing to fear 
from any such assa\ilts. It may be injured by the 
secular arm interfering.” Just so the well-known 
Duke of Queensberry, when conversing uj)on the 
writings of Paine, and other assailants of the consti- 
tution, made answer to a syeo]»hant, who said of those 
attacks, “And so false too,” — “No,” said his Grace, “not 
at all: they are true, and that is their danger, and the 
reason I d(?sin; to see them ])ut down by the law ; 
were they false, I should not mi;ul them at all.” 

In the like s])irit we have the unsuspeC' Hl testimony 
of men like Dr. Gardner and B'shop Jeremy Taylor, 
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Christians whose piety and virtue, and whose orthodoxy, 
are beyond all suspicion : — "‘The proper ])unishinent/’ 
says Lardner, “of a low, mean, indecent, scurrilous 
way of writini>', seems to be neglect, contempt, scorn, and 
final indignation” i^Letfer tot/ie ]ii,sJiop of Chester on the 
Frosecution of Woolston, 1729). — “Blasjdiemy” (says 
Taylor) “ is in uUena repubhca, a matter ot another 
world. You may as well cure the colic by brusliing a 
man’s clothes, or fill a man’s belly with a syllogism, as 
prosecute for blasjdiemy. Some men liave believ^ed it 
the more as being provoked into a confidcuice and vexed 
into a resolution. Force in matt(U*s of opinion can do 
no good, but is V('ry ajit to do hurt ; for no man can 
change his ojiinion wlien he will. But if a man 
cannot chi?nge his o|)inion when lie list, nor ever does 
heartily or resolutedy but when he cannot do otlier- 
wise, then to use force may make him a hy})ocrite, 
but never to be a right believer; and so, instead of 
erecting a trojdiy to (lod and true religion, we build 
a monument for the devil” ( Lihcrfy of Frophesj/inir^ 
s. xiii. ] 9.) — Bishop ^^^arburton says jdainly, “he should 
have been ashamed of even j^roiiicting to write in 
defence of .Moses had he not thouglit that all infidels 
had eijual liberty to attack Idiin.” ( JJtdication to the 
Divine Dep^atiou.) 

'J’hese things lieing jiremised, w*- may now jiroceed 
with more ease and less interruption irora .-ontroversial 
topics, to examine the extraordinary history of this 
eminent jierson. 

He was the son of the S*’ ur .^\vouet, a jierson of 
respectable family, filling tlie jihuMi of treasurer in tlie 
Chandler oi’ Accounts, an excheijuer office; of con- 
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sidoraUe enioliinient. Ills mother was of a nol)le 
family, that of (rAmnart. A small estate possessed hy 
the father was cjilled Voltaire; and the custom in 
those days being for the younger children of wealthy 
commoners to take the name of thidr estate, leaving 
the family name to the eldest, Fnincois Marie, as the 
younger of two sons, took the name of Voltaire, which 
on his brother’s death many years after he did not 
change. He was I)()rn the 20th of Fe])ruary, 1694 ; and 
being so fe(d)le that his life was not expected, he was 
baj)tised immediately, the cliristening l)eing deferred 
till the 22d of November following. 4’his has given 
rise to doulits at which of the two periods his birth took 
])lace. It has frequently been remarked as a singular 
<*ireumstarice, that two eminent authors who have 
lived to (»\treine old age, Fontenelle and Voltaire, 
W(‘re both thus unlikely Jit their l)irth to live at all, 
both b(‘iiig lK)rn almost in a dying condition ; yet not 
only did they enjoy unusually long life, but they 
retained tludr great iaculties entire to the last, although 
the one du d in his eighty-lifth year, and the other 
lived to within a few weeks of a hundred. 

W hen only twtdve years of age, he distinguished 
himself by the excelhuice of some begging verses to 
the Daupliin from an invalid who had served under 
the ])i-ince, and wdio applied for this lielf) to tlie 
IMaster of the College of Louis le (irand, wliere Vol- 
taire then was. The master being busy, handed 
him over to his ju-omising scholar, as being quite able 
to do what was desired. '^i4ie liia^s are V(‘ry good, and 
the idea sutliciently hapj)}, old soU ier is made 

to say that the dilfereni; heatln i gods having given 
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Monseigneur various gifts at his birtli, a more benefi- 
cent Deity had provided the petitioner’s Christmas- 
box by bestowing on their lavourite the boon of ge- 
nerosity. It is known that this incident procured for 
liim the favour of the famous iVinon de I’KiicIos, then 
in her ninetieth year, and to whom he was presented 
by his godfather, the Abbe de Chateauneuf. She died 
soon alter, and left liiin a legacy of 2,000 francs, to 
buy books witli.'^ \\'^heii his father found that lie was 
introduced by tlie Abbe into this and otlier fasliion- 
able society, and that he was cultivating liis taste for 
poetry, he became alarmed for his success in life, 
having destined liim for the profession of the lau'. 
He placed him, therefore, in a school of juris])rudence, 
intending to purchase for him a President’s place, ac- 
cording to the practice of the French bar in those days. 
Voltaire, liowever, had already begun to taste thti sweets 

* lie has, in a h tter which remains { Melanges Iht., ii. 294), rccunloi 
many particulars other extraordinary life and great fjnalitics. Her 
portrait by St. Evreniond is well known; it is iiappily drawn : — 

“ L’indulg’cntc et sag-c Xatnn* 

\ foiim; I’anic dc Ninon 
IJ la voln])t('‘ d'Kpiema*, 

Kt de la vertu de (’aton.’' 

In conscqnonc(^ (»f a qunrred hetweem two nf Iht h)v(*rs thc'rc was a 
proposition of sending' her t»> a convent <)f I'tUrs repruties she 
Kuid that would not suit her, a.s she wa^ tn Jillr, ni repentie'* 
TJie provident parents in good socieiy . place tlicir sons 

uiirler her patronage to form them for poliie c»)inpany. Of nna 
Renaud, a coxcomb whom she was sjiid to have fnrn:ed, she obs(Tve<l, 
‘‘ Qu'elh* faisait comme Dien, qui sVtait repenti d’avoir fait rhomme.’' 
When her old and iiitimcoe friend, JMadaine de Mainteiion, be- 
came and offered to pro’ ;de hanosomely for her would 

she but for >w her example, her answer w'as, “Je n*ai nul besoin 
ni de fortune, ni de liiasoue/’ 



VOLTAIIIE. 


15 


of classical study, and he liad lived in a society fre- 
quented l)y the Al)l)e his godfather, who ap})ears to 
have been a ])erson of loose morals and of sceptical 
opinions. The extreme l>igotry which jMadame de 
Maintenon had introduced into the Court of Versailles 
when the declining faculties and health of Louis 
XIV. had rendered him the victim of superstitious 
terrors, and, through th(‘se, the tool of priestly intole- 
rance, gav(; rise to a reaction in the gay circles of 
Paris ; and in n^sisting tlui inroads of that gloom by 
whicli th(' asceticism of tin; ancient mistress had signa- 
lised her late rejauitance, the Contis, the Chaulieus, 
the Sullys, the Jj<i Feivs, carried their ojiposition 
further than they perhaps at first intended, or even 
aftcu'wards were', avvaia^ of: they patronised universal 
discussion, even of the most sacred subjects, and best 
received opinions, until a fashion of free thinking was 
set; and from being at first nnolted at the intolerance 
which destroyed ('atinat at Court, notwithstanding 
bis genius and his probity, on account, of his supposed 
infidelity, aiid ascribed the defeats of Vmidonie to his 
occasional absence from mass, without reflect ing that 
Marll)orough was a heretic and Eugene a deist ; the 
fre pienters of the most polished society in the world 
becNime accustomed to believe more sparingly than 
Catinat, and see less of the Host than Vendome. 

It was in this association that Voltaire, then a boy, 
became inured to the oblivion both of his law liooks 
and of his religious principles, when his parent made 
a last effort to save him, an(i restore him to the 
learned profession, end to the oosom of the church, 
by sending him as page or attac’^ e to the French am- 
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bassador at the Hague, a near kinsman of the Abbe 
Chateauneiif. He there fell in love with the 
daughter of a j)rofligate woinau, JMadame Duno)^^-, 
wdio considering the match a bad one, had liim sent 
home by the ambassador, and published his love let- 
ters, which are admitted to have no merit. His lather 
would only receive him on condition of his consenting 
to serve in a notary’s oflice. A friend of the family, INI. 
de (Jaumartin, had compassion on the siillerings 
Mdiieh this arrangement occasioned, and obtained per- 
mission to have him pass some months in liis country 
residence at St. Ange, Th(i Bishop (laumartin, tlam 
an elderly ujan, and who had lived with all the 
more learned persons of the ])ast age, excited him, l)y 
his conversation upon the Siillys and the Ilenrys, to 
meditate two of the greatest of his works, his (^pie 
poem and his history. 

Tlie death of liOuis, wliicli happeiuid on Vh)ltaire\s 
return to Paris, gav(i risti to a very indecent ex])ression 
of puldic joy, and to many libels upon his namiory. 
One of these l)eing witliout any foundation ascrilaal to 
him, his conlinement in the Bastille was thij cons(?- 
quence. Here, iK^a ever, his spirit continued unbroken. 
He sketched the poem of the ‘ia'ague,’ alYerwards call(Ml 
the ^lenriade;’ and he corrected a traginly, ‘ (Edipe,’ 
which he had writtiui sevan’al years Ixdoia', when only 
eighteen years old. The imprisunc.MMit l)eing in the 
course of a few weeks found to Ixi entirely illegjil and 
vexatious, the Regent ordered his immediate liberation, 
with a sum of money by ^y: y of compensation. The 
tragedy was not acted till two years after, in 1718; 
and it is a singular fact, that when, in 1713, it had 
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been in its original inij)erlect state submitted to Dacier, 
with the pedantry of his nature he strongly recom- 
mended the introduction of choruses, to l)e sung after 
the manner of tlie (ircek tragedy. A letter of his is 
still extant, giving this sage and practical counsel ; 
l)ut the Greek critic was not tlie only pedant. When 
in 17(59, Voltaini hud gained tlie famous cause of 
Sirven, through the exertions of Al. Alerville, a leading 
advocat(' of Toulouse, he refused all j)ecuniary remu- 
neration, but di'sired as his reward, that his client 
would now consent to add choruses to the ' ffidipe.’ 

IFow powiu'ful was the sentiment of ambition in 
his nature aj>])ears not mendy from his bold attempt at 
a tragedy — audaxcpie juventa — in his eighteenth year, 
but from his adventurous competition for the prize of 
])oetry pr()j)osed by the Acadeinie Francaise a year or 
two btd'ore ; tlui king having, in tlu' superstition of his 
d(*clining agt‘, at length resolved to fullil thi* promise 
of bis predecessor by decorating the altar of Notre 
Dame. This formed thi^ subject of tin', ode, which 
was rejected in favour of a ridiculous piece by the 
Abbe Du jarri ; so that it is a singular fact in Voltaire’s 
history that his tirst j)ul>lished work was a devotional 
jioem. 

The tragedy of ‘ (Edipcf was successful ; and Lamotte, 
then (if estahlisluul rej>utation, but which with ordi- 
nary poets is by no means a security against jealousy, 
had the noble candour to declare that this tragedy 
gave suni promisi^ of a successor to Corneille and Ra- 
(‘ine. Jiut the prejiidiees of tlie stage forced Voltaire 
to introduc(i a love, s ene againsi liis bettei judgmen., 
wliicb liad decided against th(‘ incongruous mixture of 

c 
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tenderness with the horrors of the subject. It is 
related of him, and he has himself countenanced the 
anecdote, that in the giddiness of youth, and plunged 
in dissipation, he was insensible to the dangers of 
failure, and felt so little of the nerv^ous agitation 
belonging to a dramatic author’s first night, as to 
be seen carrying in mockery the train of the High 
Priest. Madame la Marechale de ^^illars, then at the 
head of Parisian society, asked who that young man 
was, who appeai-ed as if trying to have the play 
damned ; and upon being told that it was neither 
more nor less than the author himself, she was so 
struck with the originality, that she desired to have 
him presented to her. Becoming one of her circle, he 
conceived for her the first and probably the only 
passion which he ever seriously felt. His love was 
unsuccessful ; but it inh^rrujded his studies, nor did 
he ever after allude to it but with a feeling of 
regret bordering upon remorse. 

The merits of ‘(Kdipe’ no longer form a del)ateable 
question. If the continued representation for forty- 
five nights had left any doubt upon this subject, the 
concurrent voices of so many diflerent audiences during 
the sixty years and upwards that it has kept possession 
of the sbige pronounce a sentence from which there 
is no appeal.* For an author of any age it is a fine 


♦ The judg'nients pronoiniced by the andieuct: o,, n first represent- 
ation are a very different test, being necessarily much more subject 
to accident, to caprice, and to party inano‘VLiie\s. I’lie striking 
example of the ‘ Ihitannieus.* »iay, (!ven of tlie ‘ l*h^dre’ and tlie 
‘ Athalie ' themselve.s (these nr> . r,dmitt.'d on all hands to be 
Racine's luasterpieccc;, m.iy well guard us against yielding to the 
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perforinance ; for a young man of eighteen or nine- 
teen, a truly wonderful one ; promising, perhaps, 
consideral)ly greater dramatic success than even the 
author of ^ Zaire’ ever attained. But he unfortunately 
preferred writing ?nuha than rnulium ; and this remark 
is more peculiarly applicable to his dramatic compo- 
sitions than to any of his other important elTorts. 

The distinguishing ))cauty of the ' (Edipe* is its 
fervid, correct, and powerful declamation ; and though 
the most magnilicent passage be taken from Sophocles, 
there are numlxirless others of undoubted originality. 
Into some of the inconsistencies, and even absurdities, 
of tlie Greek plot he? lias fallen, and tlie most of 
whatever is good in that plot crertainly is not his own. 
liut no one who has either seen the re])resentation or 
read the ])oem, can easily forget the ])owerful im- 
pression which its diction leaves on the mind. Some 
of the passages are marked by their supposed allusion 
to the priesthood of his own times ; and one especially 
is generally given as his first declaration of war against 
the sacred order ; — 

“ Nos prttr(\s no sont point, co cju’un vain pcuple pciise — 

Nolro cmlulite fait tonte lour M-ioiice.*’ — (Act iv. sc. 4.) 

liut surely, when we observe that this is only the 


first expressions of tlio vox populi. IVrhaps even the groat union of 
opinion in France, placing Corneille so far above Iviicine, is anotlier 
instance of erroneous jiulgmeut prodiued by accidental eircum- 
stances. Had Racine i)rocedod Corneille, would the decision have 
been the same ? There may, however, be some ground for giving 
the same precedence to the latter that \,e yield to Massillon and 
Bourdaloue over Bossuet. 

c 2 
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Slimming up of an invective satirical, but perfectly 
just, against the Pagan superstitions which are sj)e- 
cified, we may well suppose, that had not his future 
writings supplied the commentary, no one could have 
deemed the allusion in these fine lines irreverent to 
the hierarchy of Koine. Now, it is true, they are 
sulliciently marked ; and in conseipieiice of that com- 
mentary they never fail to be apjilied. I recollect 
the thunder of ajqilause which thtiy called forth in 
1814, when I saw this play during the first restor- 
ation. The court of .Louis XVIII. was sujiposed to 
favour the Churcli in an especial manner, and this 
pointed the public attention more peculiarly to such 
allusions. Two other lines were productive of nearly 
equal applause : — 

“Un pretre, qiu'l qu’il soil, quelqiio Dion qiii I’inspire, 

Doit prior pour .ses rois, ot non pas los inaudire.’' 

(Act iii. sc. 3.) 

The reason of this excitement was, that the lines 
contain a re|)ro()f of the High Prii^st’s insolence, and 
that was sufliciimt. On anothtir occasion, the same 
season, I heard much louder a])plaus(j in that theatre. 
It was of the lines, 

‘‘ Le premier qni fVit roi, fut un soldat h(‘uroii\ : 

Qiii sort hicTi son pays n’a [)as bc.soin (I’a'iVnx. ’ 

The reference \v;is instantly made to Na[)oI(,*on, and 
tlie piece could hardly proceed for the l)oisterous 
plaudits. 

It is certain that the tragedies of V^)ltaire arc the 
works of an e.straordinary genius, and that only a 
great poet could liave pro(l'iced them ; hut it is 
efjually certain that they are deficient for the most 
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part in tliat which makes the drama powerful over 
the i’eelings, — real pathos, real passion, whether of 
tenderness, of terror, or of horror. The plots of 
some are admirably contrived ; the diction of all is 
pure and animated ; in most passages it is pointed, 
and in many it is striking, grand, impressive ; the? cha- 
racters are fi’erjuently well imagined and portrayed, 
though witliout suflicient discrimination ; and tlius 
often running one into another, from the uniformity 
of the language, terse, epigrammatic, powerful, which 
all alike s])eak. Nor are there wanting situations of 
great effect, and singki passages of thrilling force ; 
but, after all, the heart is not th(‘re ; the d(Mq) feeling, 
wdiich is the ])arent of all true eloquence .as well as 
all true ))oetry, didactic and satirical excepted, is 
rarely perceived ; it is rather rhetoric than eloquence, 
or, at least, rather elof[uencc than poetry. It is de- 
clamation of a liigh ord(M’ in rhyme ; no l)lank 
verse, indeed, can be borne on the French stage, or 
even in the l^hauich tongue ; it is not hue dramatic 
composition : the periods roll from the mouth, they 
do not sj)ring from the breast ; there is more light 
than heat ; tlie he.id rather than the heart is at work. 

It seems tluit if tliere he any exception to this 
nmiark, we must look for it in the ‘ Zaire,’ his most 
perlect ])Iec(‘, although, marvtdlous to tell, it was 
written in two and twenty d.ays. In my liumble 
opinion, it is certainly obnoxious to the same gener.al 
objection, though less than any of his other pieces ; 
yet it is truly a noble performance, and it unihxs m;iny 
of the gre.-it re(juisitcs of dram tic excellence. The 
]>lot, which he tells us was the 'v ork of .. single day, 
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is one of the most admirable ever contrived for the 
stage, and it is a pure creation of fancy. Nothing 
can be conceived more full of interest and life and 
spirit — nothing more striking than the combinations 
and the positions to which it gives rise, while at tlie 
same time it is quite natural, quite easy to conceive, 
in no particular violating probability. Nor can any- 
thing be more happy or more judicious than the 
manner in wliich we are, at the very tirst, brought 
into the middle of the story, and yet soon find it 
unravelled and j)rcsented before our eyes without 
long and loaded narrative retrospiicts. Then the 
characters are truly drawn w’ith a master’s hand, and 
sustained perfectly and throughout both in word and 
in deed. Orosman, uniting the humanized feelings 
of an amiable European with the unavoidable remains 
of the Oriental nature, ambitious, and bn^athing war, 
more than becomes our character, yet generous and 
simple-minded ; to men impt^rious, but as it were l)y 
starts, when (he Tartar preduminates ; to women dedi- 
cate and tender, as if the Goth or tlie Celt ])revailed 
in the harem ; unable to eradicate tin; jt^alousy of the 
East, yet, like a Euroj)ean, too proud not to be 
ashamed of it as a degradation, and tlius subduing it 
in all instances but one, when he is flurried away by 
the Asiatic temperament and strikes the fatal blow, 
which cannot lesse.i our admiu lion, nor even wholly 
destroy our esteem. The geneiou .ai’ire of Nour- 
estan and Lusignaii excites our regard, and, perhaps, 
alone of all the p(*rfect characters in epic or in dramatic 
poetry, they are no way tiresome or Hat. Hut Zaire 
herself, unlike othe^ lieroiues, is, if not the first, at 
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least equal to the first, of the personages in touching 
the reader and engaging his affections. Nothing can 
be conceived more tender; and the conflict between 
her passion for the Sultan and her affection for her 
family, between her acquired duty to the crescent and 
her hereditary inclination to the cross, is most beau- 
tifully managed. Of detailed passages it would be 
endless to make an enumeration, but some may be 
shortly marked. Few things in poetry are finer than 
Lusignan’s simple answer to Chatillon, who tells 
him that he was impotent to save his children : 

“ C. Mon bras cliar'^^o de fers iie les put pas secourir. 

L. IKdas ! c*t jVtais pere, et je ne pus iiiourir.’* 

Nourestan’s indignation, tlic l)oiling over of a fana- 
tical crusader’s entliusiasm against his sister for falling 
in love with an infidel ])rinee (Act iii. sc. 4), is a truly 
noble piece of declanjation. Grosman's proud feeling 
towards the sex, for the first time following the Asiatic 
course (Act iii. sc. 7), is not less finely expressed: 

‘‘ IMais il ost trop liontoux d(* cniindre une iiiaitresse— 

Au\ mtours de rOooideiit laissons cette ba,ssesse ! 

Ce sexe daii<>^ereux, ejui vent tout asservir, 

S’il regne dans T Europe, iei doit obeir.” 

The famous passage “ Ziiire, vous pleurez ?” which 
electrified the audience in France, and never fails 
still to produce this elfect, needs not be specified, ex- 
cept for the purpose of noting, tliat the exclamation 
** Zaire, vous m’aimez !” is hardly less touching, or less 
powerful to paint tlie Sultan’s cliaracter. 

Next to ‘ Zaire’ the ‘M^'u'ope’ certainly is Voltaire’s 
finest drama ; and its success first was even greater 
than that of ‘ Zaire.* At one j.ait the and mce were so 
intoxicated with admiration, th:‘t they called out for 
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Voltaire, and forced liiiii to show himself — the first 
time tliat the honour was ever I)estowe(l, which lias 
now become worthless, because lavished on the author 
of every successful j)iece. Hut the multitude went a 
step further in liis case, and insisted ujum the bt^autilul 
daugliter-iii-Iaw of the MarechaJe de Villars ])ub]icly 
saluting him; a re(|uisition savouring much more ol 
indecorum than enthusiasm. 

It is impossible to deny either the great merits ot 
the ‘ Merope,’ or to doubt its marked inl’criority to 
‘ Zaire.’ The comj)o>it ion, and, in general, the execu- 
tion, must be confessed to he in the best manner ot that 
eloquence, or ratlier rhetoric, which 1 have Nentured 
to describe as tlie charact(‘r of Voltaire’s tragedi(‘s ; but 
it is not, tike ‘Zaire,’ at least many portions of ‘Zaire,’ a 
successful incursion into the adjoining, though far 
loftier domain of feeling: in a word, the high region 
of fine verse is here under ^lie a\ithor’s ])Ower ; the 
liigher region of ])oetry does not submit to his con- 
trol. The falde is excellently ])ursued ; while there is 
little original or very happy in t]ie characters, of whicli 
the jirincipal one is so j)ossessed by a feeling of love 
and anxiety for a s« n whom sin* liad barely seen, tliat 
it is difficult to sympatliist! with thi' leading smitiinent. 
of the piece. Fine passagi^s no doifnt abound, and 
bursts (mmivemens j of an imj)* evsivt', and of a sur- 
prising and evtni (dirrating kind, are a' ionally intro- 
duced, tliough by far tlie finest is imitated jirofessedly 
from tlie ‘ iM(;rope’ of Matlid — it is when Kgistlui nuni- 
tions liis mother; and Merop<‘ tlieii berK'ving that lie 
had jnurdered her .so.., tliat i:. himselJ*, exclaims — 

Biirban? ! il 1t‘ nijc men* ! 

J(‘ serois mere eneoie .'hUis toi,” &e. (Act iii. sc. 4.) 
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The verses on a military usurper have been already 
cited. Lines such as tlie concluding couplc^t ol* the 
second act are not rarely scattered through the ])iece, 
and never fail to j)roduce a great effect in the delivery. 
They have, like the former, been not rarely aj)j)lied to 
Naj)oleon. 

‘‘ C^'iaiid on a tout perdu, quaiid on n’a plus d’espoir, 

La vie est uii <jpprobre, et la inort uii (U^voir.” 

These, the ‘ Zaire' and ‘ Alerope,' seem, beyond all com- 
parison, and witliout any doubt, to be tluj finest of 
Voltaire's dramatic works. Ills own favourite, how- 
ever, appears to hav(^ been tlie " Catiline,’ or ‘ Rome 
Sauvee.' lie (Iwells with great complacency on its 
having been more ai)[)lauded than ‘Zaire’ on its first 
representation, and accounts for its not having, like 
‘ Zaire,’ k(‘pt possession of the stage, l)y observing that 
noi)ody now-a-days conspires, but every one has loved. 
The superiority of this to its rival, the ‘Catiline’ of 
Crebillon, is also admitted ; nor can we deny it a con- 
sideral)](‘ (b^gn'C of that which constituted V'oltaire’s 
dramatic m-ndt, his ehxjmmce far more r('inarkal)le 
than his poetry. It may also !h‘ admitt(Ml that if this 
criticisjii <*an ever lose its force, it must be in a com- 
]iosition of which the hero is (Ucero; — nor, if the 
elo(pi(‘nce were of a higher order, — if it were fervid 
and impassioned, — if it were warm from the lieart, 
and addressed and mo\(‘d the feidings, — would the de- 
cision ol which the author ajjpivirs to complain ev('r 
have gone fortli again-t it. Rut tlie tragedy has, l»c- 
side many otlu'r iaults, that ol ii igid declamation, in 
j)ure diction, olttm haj)py, genera liy point* d, even to 
ej)igram, but still cold and artifici 1. I'here is also to 
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be remarked in the piece a singular want of judgment. 
The history of Catiline is not professed to be followed, 
yet all the departures from it arc in diminution of the 
dramatic interest ; and nothing can be less correct 
than the assertion which accompanies the confession 
that the facts of the story are changed — it is not true, 
or anything like the truth, that the genius and the 
character of Cicero, Catiline, Cato, and Cicsar, are 
faithfully painted.” Can anything be less excusable, 
whether we regard dramatic interest or the truth of 
history, than representing Catiline as uxorious, and 
all but won over to abandon his enterprise by his 
wife’s remonstrances and tears ? The absurdity of 
making Cfcsar put down the conspiracy, and su])ersede 
C. Antonins and Fetreius in the command at the 
battle in wdiich Catiline fell, reipiires no comment. 
This, and Coesar’s rhodomontade before setting out, his 
embracing Cicero, and vowing that he goes either to 
die, or to justify the Consul’s good opinion of him, and 
his being overpersuaded by a vspeech of Cicero, not 
merely to abandon Catiline but to destroy him, is as 
utterly unlike that great man’s character as anything 
that can wtII be imagined. For Cato, it is surely as 
little in his manner as can be, to tell (yicero that 
Rome calls him her father and her avemger ; and that 
Envy at his feet treinbles and adores him : 

Kt TEnvie u tc*s pieds rudniin* a\ er 

Kut the grand delect of this piece is tlie absurd and 
hopeless attempt of bringing Cicero upon the stage. 
J3rutus and Antony had he* n successfully so dealt 
with hy fehakspeare; but they were men of action ; 
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Cicero, a mere orator, never could be endured as the 
hero of a piece ; eloquence, the triumphs of the tongue, 
are wholly unfitted to form the subject of a drama. 
Voltaire has endeavoured to supply the defect by mak- 
ing Catiline murder not his step-son, which he was 
supposed to have done, but his father-in-law, a certain 
Nonnius, which no one ever dreamt of but the poet ; 
and his wife, in her grief and rage, puts herself to 
death by stabliing herself on the sbige. 

lint if we desire to perceive how great is Voltaire’s 
failure, we must not only consider what he has done to 
make his drama cold and uninteresting, but what ma- 
terials he had within his reach, and avoided using. 
Few narratives ])reseiit so lively, nay, so dramatic a 
picture as that of Sallust. The diction is fine ; but 
had Livy writtim it, his exquisite and dignified style 
would have placed the Catiline conspiracy at the 
head of historical works. The character of tVitiline, 
better given in some ]>arts of Cicero, particularly the 
Pro Sulla, Pro Coelio, and Pro jMiincna ; his dark, 
designing, and unscrupulous nature ; his utter profli- 
gacy of life and manmu’s ; his fierce tem])cr ; his un- 
tanieable aml)iti()n ; his jiowers, as well of body as of 
mind ; his invincible courage — all form a personage 
made for stage efiect, and only prevented from pro- 
ducing it in th(i highest degree by such preposterous 
conceits as making him tender-hearted to his wife, 
a thing to have been carefully avoided by the dra- 
matist, even if his letter, given by Sallust, shows some 
care for that very profligate wor.tan and his child. 
lJut then what can be finer thiin the meet) ig holder) 
in a remote recess of his house, an 1 his address under 
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cloud of night to his associates — to say nothing of the 
dark suspicion thrown out by tlie historian, that he 
made them drink human blood mixed with their wine 
when he swore them to the enterprise!* But the 
speech is very fine — bold, abrupt, simple, concise, emi- 
nently calculated for the occasion : — “ Quin igitur, 
expergiscemini ? En ilia, ilia (juam seepe optastis 
libertas I Fortuna omnia victoribus praemia posuit: res, 
tempus, pericula, egestas, belli spolia magnifica, magis 
quam oratio mea vos hortentur. Vel iiuperatore, vel 
milite me utimine. Necpie animus, neque corpus a 
vobis aberit.” The other s])ecch which he makes on 
the eve of the fight is also very noble and charac- 
teristic : Quod si virtuti vestne fortuna inviderit, 
cavete inulte animam amittatis ; neu caj)ti potius sicuti 
pecoratrucidemini,quam viroriimmore J)ugIJantes,crllen- 
tam atque luctuosam victoriam hostibus relinquatis/' |' 
With such noble materials, Voltaire makes as ])oor a 
speech as it was possible to nuinufacture — as wordy 
and unimpressive. He calls his coiisj)irators an 
assemblage of the greatest of human kind and that 
being not enough, they are conquerors of kings — . 
avengers of their countrymen — his true friends, his 
e(juals, his suj)ports.” He tells them that they had 
subdued Tigranes and Mithridates, and made the 
Euphrates red witli their blood, only to make worth- 
less senators proud, who, as a recoii^pt iice, allowx‘d the 
conspirators to adore their ])ersons at a distance.'* 
How’^ much finer is the simple descri])ti()n in Sallust ! — 
The Patricians squander away their wx'alth in 

* J'uereea teiiipestate qui dicerent. — (Cap. xxii.) 

I Cap. Iviii. 
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building out the sea, and levelling mountains, while 
we are without the necessaries of life !” But the 
whole comparison is to the siime effect. 

Then, can anything be finer than the scene in the 
Senate where Cicero made his first famous speech? First 
the historian paints Catiline as full of dissimulation, 
and acting tlie part of a suppliant, with downcast look 
and submissive voice, appealing to the senators whe- 
ther it was likely a man of his rank and former services 
should be guilty of the things laid to his charge, while 
the state was defended by “ M. Tullius Cicero, inqui- 
linus civis urbis Rom«e ” (one living in a hired lodging). 
Thereupon a loud cry was raised .against him, and he 
was saluted with the name of rebel and parricide. 
“ Turn ille furibundus — ‘ Quoniam quidem circum- 
ventus, imjuit, ab inimicis, prseceps agor, incendium 
meum ruina extinguam.’ ”* 

Thus the Catiline of Sallust; but he of Voltaire, 
after saying his part is taken, aird calling his followers 
to come away, departs quietly enough — not the furi- 
bundiis immfuit of Sallust, or even the trlumphans 
gaudio eruint of Tully — but 

“ Voiis, scnat, iiiccrtain, qui veiicz cle m’cntcndre, 

Choisissez «a loisir lo parti quHl faiit prendre/^ 

And SO it is throughout ; the same contra^it between 
tile taiife, feeble, vague verses of the moderij poet, and 

* Cap. xxxi. Cieoro (pro Miinriia, e. xxv.) gives a different 
account, but less picturesque : “ erupit senatCi triuinphans gaudio 
and adds, that lie had 'some days before r.-ed the famous uords in 
answer to a threat of prosecution from » ’ ito; but ^ "oltaire was at 
perfect liberty to choose either version of the fact, aiiu he preferred 
his own mean and most tame desiijn. 
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the spirited, the picturesque of the ancient historian, 
really a finer poet than he who would needs drama- 
tise the story into prose. The battle so exquisitely 
painted by Sallust could not indeed be rendered on 
the stage, but something of the noble speech that 
preceded might liave been given. Then how tamely 
does Caesar, in recounting the fight, render the “ Memor 
generis atque pristinae dignitatis, in confertissinios 
hostes incurrit,” and the sad and striking scene dis- 
played after the battle, when “ (juiscpie (juem pugnando 
locum ceperat euin umissa animii corpore tegebat;” 
but Catiline, on the contrar)^ was found “longeasuis 
inter hostium cadavera, paululum etiam spirans, fero- 
cianique animi quam habuerat vivus in voltu reti- 
nens.”* This is far from tlie greatest failure of 
Voltaire, but it is a failure, and a failure by de- 
j)arting from the admii’able simplicity of tlie original. 

“ Catiliiui terrible au milieu (hi earnage, 

Ejitouru (reiiiiemis imiiiolt's a sa ragi*, 

Sanglant, convert de traits, et eoiiibattant toujours, 

Dans non rangs eclai res a terinine scs jours. 

Sur (les inorts eiitasst'.s I’efl'roi de Koine expire : 

Koinain, je le coiidamne ; et soldal, je radmire.’* 

It may here be observed th.-it the admiral^le trait of 
each soldier falling wlicre he fought, but the terrible 
chief far apart from all his nu n, liecause in advance of 
them all, being first left out, the txlraord inary eflcct of 
paululum etium .spiram where he had fallen, and the 
ferociam animi voltu retinens, are efjually abandoned. 


• One never can reaU this great masterpiece of narrative without 
recollecting Qiiiacti'ian’s phrase, “ Salustii immortalem velocitatem.” 
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One is really tempted to question (as some have ques- 
tioned) Voltaire’s thorough acquaintance with the 
force of the Latin tongue. Assuredly he very 
differently judges the eloquence of Massillon, in a 
language of which, like him, he was so accomplished 
a master. \ 't '• ’ 

It would be unjust to close the ‘ Rome Sauvee’ with- 
out awarding just praise to many of its detached parts, 
and especially of the lines, worthy of Cicero himself, 
which he is made to j)ronounce — 

Roinains, j’aiine la gloire, et ne veux point m’en taire ! 

])es travaux des luiinains, cV‘st Je digne salaire: 

Seiiat ! (Ml vous servant, il La faiit a(‘lieter; 

Qui n’ose la vouloir, n\)se la merit ( m* !** 

All accounts agree that when Voltaire, at the first 
representation of the piece in a private theatre, acted 
this part, his enthusiastic delivery of these words con- 
veying a sentiment so intimately mixed with his whole 
soul produc(*(l such an effect that the audience could 
hardly tell if it was tiie poet or the great orator they 
heard. 

The conspiracy of Catiline has afforded not only to 
Crebillon but to our Ben Jonson the subject of a 
tragedy. He copies, by translating, Sallust and Cicero ; 
but he does not preserve the fire of the one, or the 
picturesxjue effect of the other. The speech to the 
conspirators is but poorly rendered. Thus the Quin 
expergiscemini ? by being made an exhortation instead 
of a reproach, sinks into 

“ Wake, wake, brave fi u nds, 

And meet the liberty y(>ii eft ha.v wished U 

How much finer the literal version, “ Why wake ye 
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not ? See ! see ! that liberty you so often have wished 
for.” Nothing can be more poor than the version in 
blank verse of the first Catilinarian, unless perhaps it 
be Catiline’s e.KcIamation on rushing forth from the 
Senate — 

I will not burn without my funeral pile : 

It shall be in the cominoii fire rather than mine own, 

For fall I will with all, ere fall alone.” 

Nor is the speech before the battle better rendered ; 
thus — 

‘‘ And if our destiny envy our virtue 
The honour of the day, yet let us vow 
To sell ourselves at such a price as may 
Undo the world to buy us, and make Fate, 

AVhile she tempts ours, fear her own estate.” 

A piece of rant and fustian which the poet probably 
thought Sallust had not the genius to think of. The 
description of Catiline’s b(,'dy after the battle is not 
perhaps (juite so bad, nor the idea lent to the historian 
so feeble — 


“ Yet did his look retain 
Some of its fierceness, and his liands still moved, 

As if lie laboured yet to grasp the state 
With these rebellious jiarts.” 

Altogether the piece is incomparably inferior to 
Voltaire’s in every jiart on which a comparison can 
be made. In learning, it is true, tlu; Frenchman is 
far surpassed, who might have written his ‘ Ctitiline ’ 
without ever having read a line either of the orator or 
of the historian ; but the Englishman’s far greater 
failure is not e;;cuoed by his attempt being the more 
learned. 
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Of the inferior dramas, ‘ Alzire ’ and ‘ Mahomet ’ or 
‘ LiC Fanatisme ’ are certainly the best ; but they are far 
froiii being equal to the ‘ Zaire ’ and ‘ Merope,’ though 
far superior to the ‘Catiline.’ The object of both is 
to present fanaticism in its most dangerous shape — in 
the union which it not unfrequently forms with great 
and even with good qualities. This object is well 
attained, and there is also a mixture of softness in the 
characters of Alzire and J^ilmire which forms a pleas- 
ing relief to the harsher features of Mahomet, Gusman, 
and Zamore. Both tragedies contain tine passages of 
declamation ; and tlie picture of the revolting and 
hateful character of the Spaniards (in the New World, 
at least) — that execrable and yet despicable mixture of 
cruelty and i*anati(*ism, fraud and avarice — with which 
‘ Alzire ’ opens, is not surpassed in moral descriptive 
poetry. ‘Alzire’ was perfecd-ly successful from the 
lirst; but the favour which it then (*njoyed has worn 
out. ‘ Mahouiet’ wjis at first only performed at JLile, 
and during its lirst representation the news of Fredti- 
rick’s victory at Molwitz having been received l)y Vol- 
taire, he interrupted the performance to make it known, 
saying to those around him, “ You'll see, that piece of 
Molwitz will make mine jiass.” At Paris it was for- 
bidden by the timidity of Cardinal Fleury, alarmed by 
sonic passages. Voltaire presented it to Mie Pope 
Benedict XIV. (Jjambertini), accompanying it witli 
two very indiflbrent liatin verses as an inscription for 
his Holiness’s jiortrait. He received an answer full of 
kindness and liberality from that ejiiinent priest, wlio 
also mentioned that an ignorant French nan had 
objected to the (quantity of Hie n the Latin lines, 

u 
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and that he had put him down with two lines of 
Virgil, showing it to be either long or short, though 
he had not read Virgil for fifty years. Voltaire 
replied tliat a third verse should have been given, and 
inscribed on the Pope’s picture by all his sulyects — 

“ Jlie vir, hie est tibi rjuem promitti siepius audis;** 

jidding very inaccurately, if not ignorantly, that tlie 
word is both long and short in this line, whereas it is 
only long by position. 

The late Lord Grantley told me that when he was 
a young man I'resh from Eton, he passed a few days at 
Fernoy, and found Voltaire much puzzled to i-estore, 
consistently with the metre, a Latin oou[)let which a 
stranger had made upon him, of which a word or two 
had been displaced. The Etonian pleased him exceed- 
ingly by at once performing the easy o])eration — 

Eeoe domus (jnalem noii protulil irfas 

ITic .sunt ^Iiecenas, V^ir^iliiisque siinul.” 

The author of ‘ Catilim; ’ had confounded himself by 
beginning with domus. It must be added, however, 
that he wrote a;i e.xcellent motto for a dissertation 
u])on heat, which ho preferred in the competition for 
an academy prize — 

Ignis iibicpie latet, natiirain amplerfitur oinnem 
Cuncta parit, reiiovat, dividit .t.d, alit.’’ 

Crebillon, then director of the Parisian stage, was 
far less tolerant towards the ‘ Mahomet ’ than the 
Homan pontilF had ''een, and prohibited the repre- 
sentation of the play for ten years, when D’Alembert 
(in 1751), named by D’Argenson to examine it. 
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reported in its favour with a courage wholly to be 
expected from him. The success of the piece was 
great, but, like ‘ Alzire,’ it has not retained its place 
on the stage. 

Many of his other pieces were damned from the 
first. This was the fate of ‘Arteinire,’ the second 
which he produced ; but he changed it in some particu- 
lars, and it had a great success under the name of ‘ Mari- 
amnc,’ as indeed "Zaire’ itself had been the substitute 
for ‘ Kry])hyle,’ which failed. "Adelaide,’ in like manner, 
failed, and ‘ (lastoii de Foix,’ its substitute, had some 
success. The failure was owing to a jest passed on 
one of the passages much .admired by critics. W^hen 
Venddme exclaims, "" Es tu content, ('ouci?” a wag in 
the pit cried — Couci-couci,” the French for so-so, or 
indifferent. A similar pnictical joke had for a while en- 
dangered the performance of ‘ iMariamne’ — some one, 
on the Queen drinking, cried out “ La Reine hoit'* 
The panegyrists of Voltaire dwell on these and similar 
anecdotes, to a<a*ount for the loss of many of liis pieces, 
but no play of real merit was ever thus destroyed. 
Many, also, praise the construction of some of them, 
and dwell especially upon the excellence of the plots. 
But the theatrical hell is*paved with good designs ill 
executed, as well as the other. 

As for the (‘omedies of Voltaire, they are wholly to 
be rejected : tlie utmost praise to which they can 
aspire is as pieces de societe. They were indeed very 
little played at any time, except in private parties. 
The best is the ‘ Ecossaise,’ whic'\ never was played 
at all. It is a bitter s^'tire on Freron, undei the name 
ol Frelon (hornet), a profligai'e, mercenary, libeller. 
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who, like some of his vile tribe in our own day, earned 
a miserable subsistence by selling the venom of his pen 
to the cowardly malice of some, and his forbearance to 
the less malignant but as despicable timidity of others. 
The ‘ Enfant Prodigue’ had considerable success, being 
played, it is said, nearly thirty times; but it was ne\er 
known to he Voltaire’s till he claimed it some years 
after. It is liis most elaborate attemj)t in comedy, 
being a piece in five acts. Its verse, in five feet (or ten 
syllables), was an Innovation, and apparently was not 
relished. 

Thus, if the distance were less which separates Vol- 
taire’s tragedies from tlie rude and awful grandeur of 
the ‘ Cid,’ and the ex(|uisitc pathos and j)erfect harmony 
of the ‘ Phedre’ and ‘ Athalie,’ he would still 1)(?, on the 
comparison, left far behind ( Corneille, whose ‘ IMenteur,’ 
and Ihicine, whose 'Plaideurs,’ continue fo keep their 
palace in the line with tlie comedies of Moliere him- 
self, though the former is partially imitated from the 
Spanish, and the latter from the Attic stage*..* 

'Hui ‘CEdipe,’ which was first p(*rformed in 1718, was 
followed in 172*2and 1724 by the ‘ Art(*mire’ and ‘ Ma- 
riamne,’ of which mention has been made, and the poem 
of the ‘ Ligue ’ was finished and published in the latt(*r 
year, and afterwards given under the name of the ‘ Ilenri- 
ade.’ To this work may be appiiiMl the same observation 
which the dramat ic poetry of the ai<thor gives rise to, 
— it is l)eautifully written— it abounds in fine descrip- 
tion, in brilluint passages of a nobh^ diction, in senti- 


* Tlie • Wasps’ of Ai istopliaiHs, a satire on the Atlieiiiaa special 
jiirynieii. 
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merits admirable for their truth, their liberality, their 
humanity, — its tendency is to make fanaticism hateful, 
oppression despicable, injustice unbear.ible ; but it is 
the grand work of a philosojdier and a rhetorician, 
more than the inspiration of a j)oet. No one ever 
ventured ujron a comjrarison of this epic with the 
‘ Iliad ’ or the ‘ Odyssey the ‘iKneid’ has been reckoned 
to present more facilities of approacli, but at how great 
a distance does it leave the ‘ Henriade !’ Kven Lucan, 
if less tender, is far more majestic ; Tasso has, in every 
one essential (juality, immeasurably surpassed Vol- 
taire ; with IMilton he will not bear to be named, 
far less compared ; and Dante, little epic as he is, has 
more touches of the j)oetic fire, more inimitable pic- 
tures drawn with a single stroke, more ajipeals to our 
feelings of horror, wonder, and even pity, in a single 
canto, than can be found in the whole ten of the ‘ Hen- 
riade.’ There altounds in the poem line writing, 
smooth versification, noble ideas, admirable sentiments 
— but poetry is wanting. The objection made by 
all, or nearly all critiirs, that the plot is so clumsily 
framed as to make the hero a subordinate person for 
nearly the first half, and to place over his head as his 
sovereign and master one of the most despicable and 
(!ven disgusting voluptuarii's that ever reigned in mo- 
dern tildes, is jierhaps not altogether well grounded, 
though it has some foundation. Although the 
first in rank, Valois (Henry III.) is a cipher, while 
his successor is the person actively emjdoycd in the 
conduct of affairs ; and were the last a sort of mayor of 
the palace, the object'on would h)se its wf ole force ; 
but Valois is not at all a roi fah.Cwit; we are called 
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upon to recognise his existence and his acts ; we are 
even required to feel for him when he falls by the 
hands of an assassin ; to accomplish his destruction 
the spirits Discord and Fanaticism are evoked from 
hell; the form of Guise, whom Valois had murdered, 
is assumed, and the King expires uttering a speech 
calculated to excite great interest in his fate. 

This, however, must be reckoned as the least of the 
objections to which the poem is exposed ; nor is the 
want of scenes surrounded with peril to try the liero’s 
courage, nor even the feeble and unskilful manner in 
wliich the great evtmtof the piece, Henry's conversion 
to ol)tain tlie croivii, tlie most fatal defect. The piece 
is without dramatic interest ; the characters are not 
sustained in action, still less in s]>eech — indeed there is 
hardly any speaking in the ])oeni. It is truly singu- 
lar to find a writer, wliose forte as a poet lay in 
dramatic composition, almost entirely abandon his 
stronghold when ho comes to com])Ose his epic. The 
action j)roceeds, but it ]>roceeds l>y way of narrative. 
The characters arc unfolded, l>ut it is by the descrijw 
tions of the author, not by their own words. Indeed 
there are very fe>v' characters brought forward, and 
scarcely any but the hero himself l‘ear their parts in 
the action. Want of fine metaphors, and jienury of 
figurative expression, have been always imputed to it ; 
and though there is no lack of sindies, these are not 
very haj)py. But the cfirdinal defect is that the author 
appears perpetually before us ; it is a history rather than 
a poem — a history in numerous verse, and beautifully 
composed, but not more dramatic, and certainly less 
beautifully composed, than many passages of Livy, and 
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some of Sallust. The objection made to the intro- 
duction of philosophy, as having no warrant from the 
ancients, is hypercritical, beside being incorrect ; Vir- 
gil’s cosmogony in rfhe sixth ^Eneid aflbrded a prece- 
dent, if, in a modern poem, any were wanting. The 
same answer may be given to the cavil against his 
giving characters of persons introduced. Even Virgil 
has a few touches of this kind, and Lucan largely 
uses his moral pencil. But however admirable these 
passages of the ‘ ITenriade,' and how easily soever we 
may be disposed to admit them as legitimate, they are 
exceptionable, as the only means on which the j)oet 
relies for bodying forth his conc^eptions. Again and 
again the remark occurs ; we take the whole of the 
portraits and of the action from the artist, and not 
from the actors. 

If the failures are signal in great passages, such as 
called for the full exertion of the j)oet’s powtu’ — for 
example, the St. Bartholomew, find the lamine ; the 
death of Coligiiy in the former being altogether tame, 
with the exception of the lines which represent him 
as a king adored by his people, while his assassins, 
awe-struck by his presence, kneel before him ;* the 
latter being described by words conveying general ideas 
of suffering or of disgust, not by things ; and the pic- 
ture of ♦the infernal Catherine de’ Medicis receiving 
Coligny’s head,f — if the failure b(^ still more signal in 

* “ Et (le ces assassins ce gvaiul hoinmo entonre, 

Seinblant un roi puissant par ses Meupleadortt” — (ii. 219.) 

t “ Modicis le regut avec indifftlreiir. , 

Sans parnttre jouir du fruit do sa vengeanro, 


Sans 
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the d^-nouement, Henry’s conversion operated by an 
address of St, Ijouis to the Almighty, in which, for- 
getting Massillon’s celebrated exordium to Louis 
XI V.’s funeral sermon, the Saint is actually made to 
call the hero “Le Grand Henri," — nay, if the details 
of that conversion are so described as to make it almost 
appear that Voltaire is laughing in his sleeve,* we 
must allow the very great beaiity of other passages. 
The description of the Temple of Love, with whitdi 
the ninth canto opens, is rich and splendid ; the pic- 
ture of St. Louis descending to stay the compieror’s 
hand in the sixth ; the characters drawn so finely and 
forcibly in the seventh, esj)ecially those of Richelieu 
and Mazarin; the more concise traits by which he 
paints Guise in the third — 

“ Connaissant ses ptjrils, et no retloiitant rien, 
llouronx ii^iierrier, grand prince, vt nmuvais citoycn 

and Mornoy in the sixth — 

“11 luarclie en plulosopiie, ou Vhoniieur le conduit, 

Coiidamne Ics combats, plaint son maitre?, et le suit — 

these are all of the very highest <!xcellcnce in their 
kind, though that kind is not epic, hardly poetical. So 
are such passages of profound sense as the strains of the 
immortal choir in the seventh '- nto, — strains “ which 
each star repeated in its course,” — 


Sans remor ls, sans plaLsir, maitresse de ses sens, 

Et comme accoutiiiCi'e a de pareil eiicens.” — (ii. 242.) 

* See particularly x. 480, et seq. — This passage contains the line 
on transubstantiatif 'n whitdi Marniontel admires so much as to pro- 
nounce that curse of Fenelon against those who are not moved by 
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A ta faible raison gjirdc-toi de te rend re, 

Dien t’a fait pour rainier, et non pour le eomprendre ; 
Invisible a tes yenx, qn’il rej^ne dans ton cceur, 

II confonde I’injustice, il pardonne a Eerreur ; 

Mais il punit aiissi toute errenr volontaire, 

Mortel onvre les yeux quand son soleil t’eelaire I” 

But the finest of all these extraordinary passages are 
such as in the same Canto, by far the finest of the 
poem, paint not merely by abstract ideas and by 
verl)ose descriptions, but by strokes of genuine j)oetry, 
the fiend of Envy : — 

“ fia git la sombre Envie, rmil timide et louche, 

Versant sur des lauriers les poisons de sa bouclie ; 

JiO jour blesse ses yeux, dans roinbrci etincelans, 

Triste ainanle des morts, elle bait les vivans.” 

“ Pale Envy see, 'svith faltering step advance, 

With look suspicious, indirect, askance, 

With eyes that quiver and abhor the light, 

But Hash with fire and sparkle in the night. ; 

She pours her venom o’er each laureled head. 

Hates all that live, sad lover of the dead.” 

Of Pride 

“ Aupres d’elle est rOrgueil, qui se plait et s’admire.” 

Of Weakness : — 


“ La Faiblesse an teint pale, aux regards abattus : 
Tyran qid cede au crime et detruit les vertus.” 

“ Weakness, with paly hue and downcast eyes. 

Under wliose iron rule vice thrives and virtue dies.” 


the famous couph't in the first. Eclogue, “ Fortunate senex,” Ac., 
“ Malheur }\ qui n’est })as emu on le lisan^.” I fear many a reader 
lies under this anathema. The vei*se is — 

“ Et Ini di!couvre un Dieii dans un pain qui n’est plus.” 

“ And in a loaf that is no more reveals a God.” 
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Of Ambition : — 

8anglaiit(‘, inqiiicte, ogan.v, 

De troiies, (le toiiibeiiux, (rcsclavcs entouroe.” 

Restless, bloodstaiiiM, all perils wildly braves, 

Stalks among thrones, and sepulchres, and slaves.” 

Of Hypocrisy ; — 

“ La fendre ITypocrisie aux yeux pleins de douceur : 

Le eiel est dans ses yeux, I’enfer est dans son cceur.” 

“ "riie tender er(‘ature’s eyes with swe(‘tness swell : 

Ilciiven ’s in those eyes, and in her heart is h(*ll.” 

Nor is the song of these furies, on seeing Henry 
aj)|)roiich their iin])ious troop, without the highest 
merit : — 

“ Qu(‘l mortel, disent-ils, par ee juste conduite, 

Yient nous persecuter dans reternelle nuit ?” 

Tliese are ])assages of true poetry ; tliey even apj)roaeh 
the seventh Canto to the sixth ))ook of the ‘ Aimud.’ 
It may be rjuestioned if the ideas of making Knvy 
triste amante dcs morts” — Feebleness “tyran (jui 
cede aux crimes et detruit les vertus” — and Hypocrisy 
tendre,” are e(pialled by any of Virgifs moral pictures. 
Certainly lo all in the eleventh book of the ‘ Odyssey ’ it 
is beyond doubt imuHiasurably sujierior, as indeed is 
the sixth Aineid. Nor can we liesitate to affirm that, 
had the rest of the VHenriade’ been composed in the 
same poetic s])irit, we shouxu not have been suffered 
with impunil y to consider it an elegant history. 

In the year 1730 Voltaire wrote part of another 
poem, which he finished at intervals during the seven 
or eight jea:\^ following — his too famous mock-heroic, 
the ‘ Pucelle d’Orleaiis.^ It is painful and humiliating 
to human genius to confess, what yet is without any 
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doubt true, that this is, of all his poetical works, the 
most perfect, showing most wit, most spirit, most of 
tlie resources of a great poet, though of course the 
nature of the sul)ject forbids all atttunpts at either the 
pathetic or the sublime ; but in brilliant imagery — in 
picturesque descri])tion — in point and epigram — in 
boundless fertility of fancy— in variety of striking and 
vigorous satire — all clothed in verse as natural as 
Swift’s, and far more varied as well as harmonious — 
no prejudice, however naturally raised by the moral 
faults of the work, can prevent us from regarding it as 
the great masterpiece of his poetical genius. Here of 
course the panegyrics must close, Jind it must give way 
to indignation at such a perversion of such divine 
tahiiits. The indecency, often amounting to absolute 
obscenity, which ])ervades nearly the whole compo- 
sition, cannot be excused on the plea that it is only a 
witty licentiousness, instead of one which excites the 
passions ; still less can it be palliated by citing l)ad pre- 
ce dents, least of all by referring to such writers as 
Ariosto, wdio more rarely violates tlie law s of decorum 


* III soiiio of the author’s correspoiidonce he* is fond of referring’ 
to indelicate passages of other writers in his justification ; nay, even 
to the idain lanj^ua^e lused in some parts of the Old 'restament. This 
flimsy reason is at onc(* put to flij^ht by Sir doshua Reynolds’s illustra- 
tion of the nakedness of (he Indian and the prostitute. But it is worth 
while to observe how carefully the first find ‘greatest of poets avoids 
all cause of blame in the passiit^os where he is brouc^ht tenvards the 
verge of indecency. The Song of the Bard, in the 8th Odyss» y, 
where Vulcan’s discovery of Mars and Venus is related, is the most 
remarkable of these : and th * jocose tal’ of Apollo and Mars on the 
subject savoUiS somcuvliat of ribaldry. i»ut seethe sI*ortand simph? 
expressions used, and mark ^ 'lat nothing is liquorishly dwelt on 

’ilc Tct 'Trpwra fiiyi^nav fv Tl^atoroto cofioKTiv. — (viii. 2()9.) 

Aiul — • 
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whereas ^’^oltaire is ready to commit this offence at every 
moment, and seems ever to take the view of each sub- 
ject that most easily lends itself to licentious allusions. 
But this is not all. The ^ Pucelle’ is one continued 
sneer at all that men do hold, and all that they ought 
to hold, sacred, from the highest to the least important 
subjects, in a moral view — from the greatest to the most 
indifferent, even in a critical view. Keligion and its 
ministers and its j)rofessors — virtue, csj)eciaily the 
virtues of a juaulential cast — the feelings of humanity 
— the sense of beauty — the rules of poetical compo- 
sition — the very walks of literature in which Voltaire 
had most striven to excel — are all made the constant 
sulyects of sneering contemjit, or of ribald laughter ; 
sometimes 1)y wit, sometimes by humour, not rarely 
l)y the broad grins of mere gross l)uffbon(‘ry. Tt is 
a sad thing to rcdh ct that the three master])icces of 
three such men as Voltaire, Rousseau, Byron, should 
all be the most immoral of their compositions. It 
seems as if their prurient nature had been affected by a 
bad but criminal excitemeiit to make them exceed 
themselves. — Assuredly if such was not Voltaire’s case, 
he well merits the blame ; for he scru])led not to read 
his ‘ Pucelle’ to his niece, then a young woman.* 


And — 

Avrufj Eyu)y tvcoifjii Trttpa 'xpvairj A(l>po?jiTt], — (viii. 342.) 

So when describin'/ in the i Ith Odyssey Neptune’s rapeof Pyro, the 
old bard only svys — 

AvfTE C£ TTapOeriTjy ^toyriv, Kara cvni'ov — (xi. 244.) 

* CoiTesponflance Gendrale, iii, 434. 
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But here it would be unjust to forget that the 
same genius which underwent this unworthy jiro- 
stitution, was also enlisted by its versatile possessor in 
the service of virtue and of moral truth. There may 
be some doul)t if his moral essays, the ‘ Discours siir 
rilomme,’ may not l)e jdaced at the head of his serious 
poetry — none whatever that it is a performance of tlie 
highest merit. As the subject is didactic, his talents, 
turned towards grave reasoning and moral painting, 
adapted rather to satisfy the understanding than to 
touch the heart, and addressing themselves more to 
the learned and polite than to the bulk of mankind, 
occupied here their ap])ointed province, and had their 
full scope. Pope’s moral essays gave the lirst hint of 
these beautiful compositions ; l)ut there is nothing 
borrowed in them from that great moral poet, and 
there is no inferiority in the execution of the plan. A 
strict regard to modesty, with the exception of a line 
or two, reigns throughout, and the obj(^ct is to incul- 
cate the purest {)rincij>les of humanity, of tolerance, 
and of virtue. None but a Romanist bigot could ever 
have discovered the lurking attack upon religion in the 
noble verses against substituting vain ceremonies for good 
works, and attempting to honour the Deity by ascetic 
abstinence from the enjoyments which he has kindly 
provided for our happiness. Nay, the finest panegyric 
on the ministry of Christ is to be found mingled with 
the same just rejirehensions of those who pervert and 
degrade his doctrines (Disc, vii.), and even the optimism 
of which 111 his other works he has ridiculed the 
extravagant doctrines. Is here preached with a pious 
approval of its moderate and rational faith, (Disc. iii. v.) 



46 


VOI.TAIRE. 


His ridicule of saints is contiiied to the fanatical 
devotees or hypocritical pretenders who degrade and 
desecrate the name. If he mentions any miracles with 
disrespect, it is their liilse ones, as in that fine passage, 
which yet gave offence, in the seventh discourse — 

‘‘ Les iiiiraclos sont bons ; inaLs soiilager sou frere, 

Mais tircr sou ami du seiu do la misore, 

Mais a ses enuciuis paniouner leur vortus, 

C’est uu plus grand miracle, et qui ne se fait jdiis.’^ 

To judge of the admirable tendency of this noble 
poem, n e iK'od only cite such lines as give the subject 
ol’ tlie first discourse — omitted strangely with some of 
the very finest of the whole, as those on Timante, 
Cyrus, and l)e Thou, in the seventh : 

“ Mortcl, en qu(*l(|iu; ctat quo Ic cicl t’ait flit nail re, 

Sois soumis, sois coutoiit, et rend grace a ton uiaitre 

and those on tolerance in the second — 

“ Ferme eu tes seiitiuiens et sinqde dans ton coMir, 

Aiiuc la verite, mais pardoum /. a I’crrcur ; 

Fills les importuuer d’un zele atrabilairc. 

Ce mortcl (pii s’ogarc cst uu liomiuc, et ton frere ; 

Sois sage pour toi scjde, compatissaiit jiour lui, 

Fais Ml bonlicur enlin par le bonlicur d’autrui.” 

The |j!inegyric on f’riendslii|) in the I'ourth is perhaps 
unequalled on that trite subject. That point and 
satire should be found in tins poem was to be expected, 
but they are by no means overdone; nay, they are kept 
in subjection to the great and good design of the 
work ; and if we have a dark picture strongly hut 
admirably drawn, if is thnt of the desjucable Des 
Fontiiines : — 
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“ Co vil fripier d’ecrits quc Tintertd duvore, 

Qui vend au plus ofFrarit son encre et scs fiireurs, 

Meprisable en son gout, detestable en ses niuiurs. 

Medisant, qui se plaint des brocards qn’il essuye, 

Satirique, ennuyeux, disant que t(iYit rennuye, 

Criant que le bon gout s’est perdu dans Paris, 

Et le {)roiivant ties bien, du moins, par ses ecrits/’ 

(Disc, iii.) 

iFuckster of printed wares, who barters still 
The oil or venom of his hireling quill ; 

Whose taste and morals are alike imi)ure, 

And none his writings, none his life endure ; 

A general slanderer, touch him and he roars, 

Dully, the dulness of the age deplores, 

Cries that at Paris taste in books there ’s none, 

And proves it if he can but sell his own.” 

We have also such wholesome morality as the couplet 
against asceticism in the tenth ; 

Malgre la saintete do son aiigustt^ emploi, 

C’est idetre bon a ricn de n’etre bon qu’a toi.” 

And the noble one in the third against envy — 

“ La gloive d’un rival s\)bstine a t’outrdger, 

CY‘st en le surpassant que tu dois tVn venger !” 

Blit some passages have high merit of a more 
purely poetical cast. 'I'here is nothing finer, if any- 
thing so fine, in I’ope, as the close of the fifth, where 
he compares his own prosecution of his literary labours, 
while arrested at Franefort, to Pan’s continuing to 
play while Cacus seized his flocks ; and then breaks 
out in a strain not surpassed by Virgil — 

“ Ileurcuv qui jusqu’au temps du torme de sii vie, 

Des beaux arts amoureux, pent cultivcr les fruits ! 

11 brave Tinjustice, il eaimc les ennuis, 

11 pardonne aux humain?, il rit de ur didire, 

Et dc sa main mourant il touche encore la lyre.^’ 
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‘‘ Ah, happy he wlio to life’s latest hour 
Of the arts enamour’d, plucks their fruit and flower; 
lie braves injustice, snail-pac’d time beguiles. 

Forgives his foes, at liuman folly smiles. 

Life’s glimmeringlamp feeds with poetic fire, 

And witli Jiis dying fingers sweeps the lyre.” 

There is, perhaps, one yet greater passage, the con- 
elusion of the third canto : 

“ Qu’il est grand, qu’il est doux, de so dire a soi-merne, 

Je n’ai point d’ennemis, j’ai des rivaux rpie j’aiine, 

Je prends part a leiir gloire, a leur niaux, a leur biens, 

Les arts nous out unis, leurs beaux jours sont les miens : 
C’est aiFisi que la terre avec plaisir rassemble, 

Ces cheiies, ccs sapins, qui s’elevcnt ensenibh*, 
lln sue toidours egal est prepare pour eux ; 

Leur pieds toueh(uit aiix enfers, leur einie est dans les cieux ; 
Leur tronc inebranlable, et leur pompeuse tete, 

Resiste, en se touchant, Jiux cou[)s de la tempete ; 

Ils vivent I’un par Tautre, ils triomphent du temps, 

Tandis que sous leur ombre on voit de vil serpens, 

Se livrer, en sifflant, des guerres intestines, 

Kt de leur sang impure arroser leur racines.” 

The following translation is most imperfect, and has 
only the merit of being very literal : — 

How grand, how sweet, the heavenly strains ascend. 

Foes I have none, my rival i.^ my friend ; 

The arts unite us, common are our cares, 

And each the other’s griefs and glories shares : 

So Earth, our comiiKui parent, loves to rear 
Yon oak, yon pine, and make them flourish near; 

On one green spot the sylvan giants stand, 

Cast one broad shadow o’e: v* grateful land ; 

Feel the same juice through ail their veins arise; 

Deep [)ierce their roots entwined, their to[)s approach the skies. 
Their trunks unsliak(*ri, of majestic form. 

Embracing cech tlic oth(;r, mock the storm ; 

O’er time they trinaiph, strong in mutual aid, ’ 

While envious snakes, obscure, frequent their shade, 
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And liiss, and stin", and with each other’s blood 
IiniJure, profane the monarchs of the wood.” 

The ‘ Loi Nuturelle/ though not without consider- 
able beauties, and altogether free from exceptional)le 
])assages, is every way inferior to this fine poem. The 
‘ Desastre de Lisbonne * is of the same merit ; and 
though the object is to cry down thos(‘. who deny the 
existence of evil, it conducts the argument with perfect 
decency — nay, the turn given to it at tlie close is of a 
purely religious character. 

“ Lo passe n’est pour nous qu’un triste souvenir, 

Lc present est aflreux s’il n’est point d’avenir ; 

Si la iiuit du toiubeau detruit I’ctrc qui pense, 

TJn jour tout sera bicn — ^ voila notre espcb*ance !’ 

Tout est bien aujourd’hui — voila Tillusion 1” 

Sad th(^ reineinbranec of the moments past, 

And sad the present, if they be the last ! 

O’er all our landscape evil sheds a gloom. 

If all our prospect ’s bounded by the tomb ; 

AVhen we say, ‘all is well,’ from truth we stray, 

Our comfort is, ‘ all will be well one day.’ ” 

It is inolanclioly to reflect on tlie use which was 
sometimes made of such a rich genius, and to think of 
the benefits which might liave been showered down 
upon mankind by the wise .and temperate employment 
of those treasures. Great as were the services unde- 
niably rendered in spite of the evil mixture, they sink 
into nothing compared with what might have been 
hoped from tlieir pure and diligent devotion to the 
best interests of mankind. 

There needs no comment upon the numerous class 
of the lighter and shortta- productions, the ccav ih 
suviHe, the epigrams, the jeujo d'enpril, in which he 

K 
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was by common consent admitted to have excelled all 
his contemporaries — probably all the wits that ever 
lived and wrote. Their great ine(|uality is no doubt 
as certain, and it was an inevitable consequence of such 
a facility as he possessed, and such an active spirit as 
moved him. Their peculiar adaptation to the circum- 
stances that gave them birth is also a necessary con- 
comitant of this kind of coinposition. But it is singu- 
lar that the most elaborate of the whole class of his 
writings, and the one which he probably most valued, 
the ‘ Guerres civiles de Geneve,’ is without exception 
the worst of all his productions, and can hardly be 
matched for dulness and flatness by any undoubted 
production in verse of any other eminent poet. 


It seemed convenient to discuss the (juestion, or 
rather the kind and the degree of what is unquestion- 
able — Voltaire’s poetical excellence — on the occasion 
of his first success, the ‘ (Bdipe,’ in order to take the 
whole subject at once, and not to break the continuity 
of our narrative each time that a new drama or a new 
poem was produced by his fertile genius. We must 
now return to the history of his life. 

The success of ‘Gildijte’ placed him, though young, 
on the lists of fame, and of dramatic fame, the most 
quick of all others, especially at Paris, in its returns 
both of profit and social enjoyment. He became the 
friend, even the confidant, of the Due de Richelieu, 
and shared in bis disgnace under the Regent, Iwing 
obliged for a while ’o quit Paris. But on the re- 
presentation of the ‘ Mariamne,’ he was {)ermitted to 
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return, and he soon after accompanied Madame de 
Rupelinonde to the Low Countries. To her he ad* 
dressed in that year, 1722, the ‘ E pit re a Uranie,’ a 
sceptical rather than a plainly deistical ode, which 
possessed some poetical merit, hut was forgotten 
among his subsequent successes. At Brussels he made 
the acquaintance of J. B. Rousseau, and laid the 
foundation of the unrelenting animosity with which 
that middling writer and irritable personage pursued 
him ever after. This he owed to a jest ; having told 
him, on reading his ‘ Ode to Posterity/ “ that it would 
never reach its destination.” Rousseau, himself the 
author of many licentious epigrams against the clergy, 
hypocritically affected to take offence at the ^ Epitre a 
Uranie,’ and at Voltaire’s irreverent demeanour during 
mass. Had he but spared the truth which he sj)oke 
in jest on the bad ode, he might have scoffed with 
Lucian and l)lasphemed with liorgia. 

He now endeavoured in vain to rt»gain the enjoy- 
ment he most loved — the society of Paris. An 
unfortunate quarrel with the Chevalier de Rohan 
exposed him to the resentment of the Court, and the 
risk of again inhabiting the Bastille. Some epigram 
or jest at the Chevalier s expense had been reported 
to him, and he basely set his servants on the wit, 
whom they severely beat. A challenge was the con- 
seciuence ; but as the poet’s rank did not authorize this 
liberty, he was on the point of being handed over to 
the police, or secured by a lettre de cachet, and be 
resolved to fly. Ilis plan w-as to visit England, at- 
tracted by her liberty, and above ah by that which lio 
seems ever to have valued most — the spirit of toler- 

♦ E 2 
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ance and tlie security against ecclesiastical oppression. 
He lived above two years in Hondon and its neigh- 
bourhood, chiefly at Wandsworth, in the house of 
a friend, J\fr. Falconer, then a re.sj)ectable 'I’urkey 
merchant, afterwards Ambassador to the Porte and 
Secretary to the Duke of (Cumberland. During this 
residence he corrected the ‘ Henriade it was now 
]»ublished under that name, by a subscription, which 
Queen Caroline, then Princess of Wales, warmly 
patronized, and which produced a large sum of mon<!y. 
He likewise devoted himself with his wonted zeal and 
success to the study of the Newtonian philosophy. 

I le lived in the society of our literary men ; though 
the great age of Sir Isaac Newton prevtmted him 
from forming any acquaintance with him whose 
system he was destined first to make known in Europe, 
With Pope and witli Congreve he had many inter- 
views ; for the former he acquired a njspeet and 
esteem which the similarity of their jtoetical genius 
naturally cemented, and whicli no envy or jealousy 
ever interrupted ; of the latter, he is said to have 
formed a less favourable judgment. The silly affect- 
ation of telling him, when he came to admire tin; 
MolitVc of England, that he valued himself, not on 
his authorship, but would be regarded as a man of the 
H'orld, received a jiLst rebuke: “I should never have 
come so far to see a gentlein-'n, ” said Voltaire. 

This journey to England had two important conse- 
quences. The money which he obtained, and which 
he afterwards increased by a lucky chance in the 
lottery, and l)j engaging in one or two successful 
mercantile sjieculatiun.s, yielded him an amj)le income 
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for the rest of his life ; so that he cared little for the 
profits of his works, and indeed gave many of them to 
the booksellers and the actors for nothing. Not only 
was he thus secured in the stiite of independence 
which is an author’s best protection against crude and 
hasty composition, but he was able to follow the bent 
of his taste in choosing his subjects, and of his dispo- 
sition both to encourage young authors of merit, and 
to relieve the distresses of deserving persons. Proofs 
also remain which place beyond all doubt his kindness 
to several worthless men, wlio rejiaid it with the black 
ingratitude so commonly used as their current coin by 
the base and spiteful, who salve their own wounded 
pride by jiouring venom on the hand that saved or 
served them. 

But his residence in England had a still more 
important result — the importation lie made from 
thence of the Newtonian system, or rather, of all Sir 
Isaac Newton’s wonderful discoveries. So deejdy 
rooted were the prejudices of our Continental neigh- 
bours in favour of the Cartesian philosophy, that 
when Fontenelle pronounced his eloge of Newton, at 
the Academic des Sciences, he gave the preference to 
Des Cartes ; and even ten years later, the (Chancellor 
D’Aguesseau refused the licence to jirint \^oltaire’s 
‘work [(('Cause it denied and dispro/ed the fljrt/ecs — 
an act of narrow-mimb'd bigotry in science scarcely 
to be matched in all its annals. Voltaire, soon alter 
his return from England, published his ‘ Lettres sur les 
Anglais’ — a candid and intelligent work ; and in three 
of these he gives a very correct though extremely 
general and popular skci,ch of Newton’s discoveries. 
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But in 1738 appeared his more full and satisfactory 
account of them, and it certainly does the greatest 
honour to its author. This work owes its origin, 
however, not more to the English residence of the 
author, than to the intinmcy which he formed soon 
after his return to France, about the year 1730, with 
the family of Bu Chatclet ; and before considering 
the merits of the book, it may be convenient to dwell 
for a little while upon the history of that celebrated 
attachment. 

The Man I ness had married several years l)efore a 
lady of high rank, Gabrielle Emilie de Breteuil, much 
younger than himself; and, according to the manners of 
those times and that country, she herself had not been 
consulted u])on the match when her parents gave her 
away. When Voltaire became acc^uainted with her, 
she was in her twenty-fourth year, and one of the 
most remarkable ])ersons, both lor beauty, talents, and 
accomplishments, that adorned the French Court, or 
the refined society of Paris. At first her acquaintance 
with the poet was of an ordinary kind, probably formed 
by the reputation of the wit and the rank of tin; lady. 
But the literary taste of the Marchioness found so 
much improvement and such coiistant gratification in 
the great resources of his various knowledge, his ver- 
satile talents and his inexhaustible wit, that it can be 
no wonder if his society so< ■ became necessary to a 
woman of her decided inclination for literary and sci- 
entific pursuits. The fame which he had acquired as 
a dramatist, and in the brilliant circles of Paris society, 
would have riveted tne attention of an ordinary 
woman, to whom he showed a desire of devoting him- 
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self. But though she was herself fond of all the 
cominon ainuseinents of her rank and sex, lived in the 
circles of the court as might be expected of a Breteuil, 
and cultivated all the graces even as displayed in the 
lighter accomplishments, it seems doubtful if she 
would have formed so decided a predilection for the 
company of any one who had not begun to cultivate 
those severer sciences to which she gave a marked pre- 
ference. Nor can we much question the probability 
of Voltaire having, after his return from England, 
turned his attention far more to these studies than he 
otherwise would have done, in order to make a jjro- 
gress not only in philosophy, but also in the good graces 
of a person so distinguished in every way, young, 
handsome, noble, attractive, as well as learned be- 
yond the ordinary measure even of man’s information, 
endowed with talents both solid and ornamental, and 
inspired by a taste for the graver as Avell as the lighter 
pursuits of genius. The difficulties in which he was 
involved by a lettre de cachet threatened, if not issued, 
on account of the ‘ Letters ’ after his return from Eng- 
land, had obliged him to leave Paris. There seems every 
reason to believe that the arrangement by which he be- 
came an inmate in the Marquess’s house was formed 
about the same time, and that he found a reluge at the 
chateau of Cirey in Champagne, whither the literary 
tastes of the Marchioness had made her resolve to with- 
draw from the frivolity of the court and the dissipation 
of the capital, and had enabled her to prevail with the 
Marquess, who yielded to this new plan of life. They 
had at this time a son and a daughter; and an Abbe 
named Linant was engaget* as the tutor of the former. 
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while the Marchioness herself superintended the lat- 
ter’s education. 

The chateau of Cirey, on the confines of Cham- 
pagne and Lorraine, had, like most French country 
houses, fallen into some disrepair. Steps were imme- 
diately taken to put it in order, and a considerable 
addition of a gallery and a laboratory, or cabinet of 
natural philosophy, was made to it under Voltaire’s 
superintendence. The elegance and even luxury of the 
apartments is described as very great. He likewise 
furnished the funds required for the improvements, by 
lending the Marquess 40,000 francs, and by providing a 
portion of the furniture, of the aj>pai'atus, and of the 
library, which became a sufficiently large one for all or- 
dinary purposes. It appears, that soon after the building 
was finished, he reduced his claim to 30,000 francs, and 
agreed to take in lieu of that sum an annuity of 2000 
francs. Fifteen years, however, ela])sed without any 
payment of the annuily ; and though tlu; arrears now 
amounted to 30,000 francs, he agreed to receive 15,000 
both for these arrears and for the remainder of his life- 
interest in the annuity : of this 15,000 francs it does 
not api)ear that he ever received more than 10,000 — 
so that he gave u]) altogether r. sum of jibout 2000/. 
sterling, principal and interest.* Hut he appears 
consfimtly to have assisted the houseliold with money, 
which the careless habits of ’he Maixpicss, and the 
yet less worldly nature of the Marchioness, occasion- 
ally rendered necessary. The income of the Marquess 

* A sum equal at the pieseiit time, and in England, to at least 
600 ('/. 
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was about 40,000 francs, equal to about 6000/. in tins 
country at the present time. 

The family appears to have lived together in great 
harmony, though occasionally somewhat broken by 
the rather impetuous temper of the fair analyst. 
Tliey led a retired, contemplative, and studious, but 
by no means a dull or unvaried life. Visits were 
occasionally made to Paris ; in Brussels and the 
Hague it became necessary to pass some time, partly 
on account of Voltaire’s work then printing there, 
the ‘ Klements,’ partly on account of a law-suit by 
which the family had been exhausted for sixty years, 
and of which Voltaire’s active interposition ol>tained 
the amicable settlement, by payment to the Marquess 
of 220,000 francs. 

Some of the greatest mathematicians of the age fre- 
(piented tlie chateau, and assisted the IMarchioness in 
lier studies. Kamig and his brother, discij)les of the 
Bcrnouillis, passed two years there ; but also 1). Ber- 
nouilli himself was occasionally a visitor; and so was 
the illustrious ( dairault. jMau|)ertuis, a man of very in- 
Itu-ior mark, but esteemed at that time, when his journey 
to measure a degree in Lapland caused him to be over- 
rated, was more than once the Marcjiiess’s guest and 
his wife’s instructor or fellow-student. The Mar- 
chioness seldom dined with the family, whose dinner- 
hour was twelvi^ ; but they more frequently assembled 
all tog(^ther to supj)er at eight in the evening. Thougli 
the Marchioness was chiefly engaged in her ‘ Com- 
mentaries on Newton,’ and her able and learned trans- 
lation of tlie " Principia,’ she could vlistract her mind 
from such studies by the ph\Tsures of music and of the 
stage; and we find Voltaire telling friends whom he 
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is inviting to visit them, that plays are made daily, 
and Jupiter’s satellites observed nightly (Cor. Gene- 
rale, iii. 184) ; that they will be free to pass the 
mornings in their own apartments, and will hear read 
in the evening the compositions of the day ; and that 
the Marchioness ‘ joue ou roj)era, ou la comedie, ou 
la eomete ’ ” (iA. 312). Indeed Volt^iire himself exhi- 
bited perhaps the most remarkable instance of varied 
and versatile talents on record, by j)roducing, within 
the same three or four years, the Newtonian ‘ Kle- 
ments,’ his prize essay on ‘ Fire/ ‘ Zaire,’ " Alzire,* 
‘Mahomet,’ ‘the Discours sur riloinme,’ more than 
half of the ‘ Pucelle,’ the ‘History of Charles XII.,’ 
besides an endless variety of minor pieces, and some 
volumes of correspondence in prose and verse. The 
‘Pucelle’ was begun to amuse him while obliged to 
fly from Paris in 1734 by the persecutions he suffered 
on account of the ‘ Letters on England.’ 

It was at Cirey, then, with a few weeks passed in 
’Sgravesande’s society at Leyden, that Voltaire com- 
posed, and finally prepfircd for j)ublication,his ‘ Elements 
of the Newtonian Philosophy/ as well as his ‘ Essay on 
Fire ;’ a ml of both these works we may now treat. 

In order to estimate the merits of the work on Sir 
Isaac Newton’s discoveries, we must first consider the 
state in which it found the Newtonian system on the 
Continent; next, the helps .. uich he had in writing it. 

There can be no doubt that Clairault, destined 
afterwards to confirm the theory of the moon’s motions, 
though at first, with others, to undergo a temporary 
error upon the subject, — destined also to join with 
D’Alembert and Euler in expbiining the disturbing 
forces by working out the problem of the three 
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bodies, — destined, finally, to bring the disturbances in 
the trajectories of comets within the theory of planetary 
attraction, very early, probably before Voltaire, adopted 
the Newtonian philosophy ; for, though only fifteen 
years old when V oltaire’s ‘ Letters’ were written, he 
had, when only thirteen, begun his admirable work on 
Curves of Double Curvature, and it was published 
very soon alter the ‘ Letters' appeared. But it is certain 
he had given nothing to the world on the theory of 
gravitation. Maupertuis had j)rol)ably, in scientific 
circles, professtid his conversion, and intimated that he 
renounced the Cartesian phiIosof)hy ; but until after his 
return from Lapland, in 1738, he never made any pub- 
lic profession of his faith, his ‘ Commentary,’ in 1732, 
being confined to the dynamical subject of the 12th Sec- 
tion of the ‘ Principia’ (Book I.). Voltaire’s ‘ Letters,’ 
therefore, published in 1732, first defended generally, 
and his ‘ Elements,’ in 1738, defined in detail the new 
system, and gave an explanation of it so clear and 
popular, as in all likelihood neither Maupertuis nor 
Clairault could have furnished. lie therefore justly 
claims the glory of first making the Newtonian sys- 
tem accessible to the bulk of European readers, of 
fully refuting the Cartesian errors, and of boldly op- 
posing a doctrine which, of all philosophical tenets 
since Aristotle’s philosophy, had taken the strongest 
hold of men’s minds. Indeed, the prejudices in favour 
of the Vortices, like those in favour of the iVristotelian 
philosophy, appear to have partaken of the zeal, and 
even of the intolerant spirit, which theological dogmas 
are too often found to excite. h ontenelle, in his 
‘ Eloge’ of Newton, had shown his adhesion to Des 
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Cartes. The Chancellor ITAgiicssean, as I have already 
remarked, could never he prevailed upon to grant a 
licence Ibr printing Voltaire’s work ; he kept the 
manuscript in his ]>ossession for eight months, and 
ended by refusing his permission — a piece of folly and 
bigotry worthy of that eminent and virtuous, but 
feeble character, which had made him also refuse the 
licence to print a novel, unless the hero was made to 
change his religion and become a Catholic. Even 
the ^ Letters on England’ had sullered j)ersecution, 
])artly from tlieir oj)posing I3es Cartes, but chiefly be- 
cause, with Locke, they denied innate ideas, which 
the bigoted clergy deemed an a])proach to material- 
ism, or at any rate, a doctrine tending to level the 
human mind with that of the lower animals —a doc- 
trine, however, it must be ol>servc(l, for that very reason 
somewhat favourable to themselves. The result of their 
efforts was a lettre de cachet, and Voltaire’s sudden flight 
from Paris, Another conseejuence V(?ry disci*editable 
to him was his ])Ositive and public denial of the aiithor- 
shi]), and affirming that the letters had been written 
l)y his early patron, the Ald>e Chaulieu, now no more. 
These letti . s W(*.re first jiublished in London l)y liis 
friend M. Tludriot, who caused them to be translated 
into English, in which language they first ajipeared. 
He was allowed to reap the whole, profits of the work. 
Afterwards Voltaire gave a kseller at Rouen leave 
to publish the original Frencli ; but withdrew his 
consent as soon as he perceived the trouble into which 
the work would bring him. 11 is countermand, how- 
ever, arrived too late, and he suffered great annoyance 
in consequence. It is usually represented that this 
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book, containing his more general sketch of the 
N^evvtonian system, was written as early as 1727 or 1728; 
but this is certainly incorrect. The letters were in 
great part written while he was living at the house of 
Mr. Falconer at Wandsworth; but those on Sir Isaac 
Newton’s discoveries were so far from being then 
finished, that they were probably not commenced ; for 
we find in the ‘ Correspondance ’ letters as lat(5 as the 
autumn of 1732, in which he consulted Maupertuis upon 
the doctrine of attraction, and was wavering between 
that and the vortices. There are no less than five 
letters written by him on this subject ; and after his 
objections to the Newtonian doctrine had been removed 
by iMaupertuis, he falls back and sends him a long 
paper on the moon’s motion, dated 5th November, 
1732.* The * J^etters ’ at length appeared, however, and 
his own account of that portion of them is at once 
accurate and witty. ‘‘ I carefully avoid entering into 
calculations,” he says : “ I am like a person who settles 
with his steward, but does not go to work arithme- 
tically.” The * Klements’ were written between 1732 
and 1736, were finished about that time, and were 
published in 1738. 

The other matter for consideration is the assistance 
which Voltjiire had privately in })re])aring this work. 
It is clear that he must have begun his physical 
studies with a very indillerent j)rovision of mathe- 
matical knowledge. It is e(|ually clear that he studied 
natural jdiilosophy with Madame du Chatelet, who 
had a particular taste for the mathematics. She had 

* Cor. Gon., i. 24 i et seq., and 2o9 ; ii 493, 511. 
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received instruction from Rlaupertiiis ; some also from 
Clairault before lie went to Ijapland ; but she received 
still more from him after he returned to Cirey. He 
had fully instructed her in the Newtonian philosophy, 
and in the method of conducting the demonstrations of 
the ‘ Principia’ analytically — a most invaluable service to 
any student at that time, when the excellent commen- 
tary of the Jesuits'^ (Le Sueur and Jac(|uier) had not 
appeared : she reduced his lessons to writing, and they 
were afterwards published among her posthumous 
works. I' Her ‘ Institutes de Physi([ue’ were j)ublished in 
1740, and contain a very accurate account of the New- 
tonian system ; and as it is clear, from V^oltaire’s 
Correspondence, that the work was written l)efore the 
l)eginning of that year, it can admit of no doubt that 
slie was acquainted with the Newtonian ])hilosophy at 
the time he was writing his ‘ Klenunits the j)rinting of 
which began early in 1787, and continued nearly two 
years. He therefore derived all the benelit that his 
knowledge of the subject enabled him to receive from 
(hairault ; and Kcenig lived at Cin^y the whohi of the 
years 1738 and 1739, so as to make the revision of the 
book l)y him very possible while it passed through the 
press. He admits Madame du Chate let’s share in the 
work, in express terms, to Fi'ederick !!.;{; '14ie access 

to these helps, however, does not materially lessen his 


* They were Minimes, and not Jesuits as they are always called, 
f Voltaire (Menioi res, (Kiiv., i. 219) (Tronei>usly ascribes this to 
Madame dii Chatehjt herself, and says it was revised by Clairault. 
The ‘ Memoires* abound iii error. Thus they make the journey to 
Luiieville in 1749, iiisteiid I74S. 
f Cor. avec les Souveraiiis, i. 60. 
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merits. Indeed he had the benefit of Penil)erton’s 
‘ General View,’ which was published as early as 1728, 
and is more than once referred to by him. Maclaurin’s 
was not published till 1748. 

That Voltaire had, or in conse<|uence of sympathy 
with Madame du Chatelet ac(juired, some taste for the 
mathematics is certain. lie even ])rosecuted the study 
with considerable assiduity. After making some 
progress he consulted Clairault, and asked him if he 
could conscientiously advise him to persevere in the 
pursuit — to go on with the cultivation of a science 
which is coimnonly supposed to re«|uire an undivided 
homage from its votaries, though D’Alembert’s example 
negatives the assumption. We are not informed of 
the grounds upon which Clairault candidly gave his 
opinion that the sinence of number and (juantity was 
not Voltaire’s vocation; whether he found him ill 
grounded in a branch of knowledge which he had 
studied late, or saw in any attempts at original inve.s- 
tigalion that his genius lay not that way. It is, how- 
ever, to Imj lamented that his advice was eitlun’ given so 
generally, or so generally construed and followed, as 
to make no exception in favour of experimental 
philosophy, in which I am strongly inclined to think, 
and shall presently explain why, his acuteness, his 
industry, his sagacity, above all his brave contempt of 
received opinions, and his deep-rooted habit of judging 
every proposition by its own merits, would in all pro- 
bability have ranked him among the discoverers of 
the age. 

The ‘Elernens’ is a woi k of a n nch higher order 
than the ‘ Letters,’ and doe.'' great credit both to his in- 
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diistry an^ his accuracy. It is itidced so free from 
errors, although it is by no means a superficial account 
of the Newtonian philosophy, that, with the limited 
knowledge of mathematics which Voltaire possessed, 
we can liardly conceive Iiis having avoided mistakes, 
and must therefore suppose that either \Sgravesande, 
with whom he passed some time at Leyden, while the 
work was in tlie press, or Koenig, who was then living 
at Cirey, must have gone over and revised it. There 
is no greater mistake than theirs who call the ^ Ele- 
ments* a flimsy or superficial work. The design of it 
is not to enter minutely into the jirofound investiga- 
tions of tlie ‘ Principia,’ or to Ibllow all tlic exqui- 
site inductive processes of the ‘ Optics,’ 1)ut to give 
the great truths unfolded in both tlu^se immortal 
works, with a certain portion of the evidence on wliich 
they rest, so that the njader unacquainted with the 
mathematics beyond the mere definitions, and perlia[)s 
one or two of the elementary jiropositions in geo- 
metry, may be aide to form an .accurate notion of the 
reasoning that sup])orts the mighty system. The 
design is this ; that design is executed ; and the power 
of exjdainiiig an abstract subject in easy and accurate 
language, language not in any way beneath the dig- 
nity of science, though quite suited to the (‘omjirehen- 
sion of uninformed persons, is un((Uvistionably shown 
in a manner Avhich only m ■ ‘s it a matter of n^gret 
that the singularly gifted author did not cfirry his 
torch into all the recesses of natural philosojdiy. It 
must be added, that;, beside explaining the discoveries 
of Newt'm, he has given an ecpially clear view of the 
science as it stood before those great changes were 
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effected. The Cartesian system is fully explained, and 
the outline of optical science, indej)endent of New- 
ton s researches, is more extended and more elal)orate 
than the account of those researches. The second part 
relates to the nature and action of light ; the third to 
the system of the world ; and tlie first part enters at 
some length into the general doctrines of mind, mat- 
ter, force, and motion, even dealing w ith the doctrines 
of natural religion. 

Whoever reads the w^ork attentively, allowing it 
the full j)raise so justly its due, will find it wholly in- 
caj)al)le of furnishing any proof that the author had 
ever read either the ‘ Principia’ or the ‘ Optics.’ There 
is no reference to those w^ritings w Inch at all shows 
that he had ever seen a line of them. In the contro- 
versy with the Cartesians, wdiich he carried on after 
the ' Elements ’ were published, he cites the 96th 
proj)osition (meaning of the first hook of the ‘ Prin- 
cipia,’ although he does not mention the book) ; but it 
is only to speak of optical matters. He also refers to 
the Scholium Generate ; but that has been constantly 
cited, and for the most part at second hand, l)y those 
who never read any other j)art of the work. It is 
further to be observed, that no account wdiatever is 
given, nor even any mention made, of the Second Hook, 
concerning motion in resisting media; — indeed there 
are indications more positive of his not having drunk 
at the pure source itself. If he had been acquainted 
with the ‘ Optics,’ in descril)ing the induction by wdiich 
the composition of white light is proved, he never 
surely would have omitted the eooperimenium cruets, 
lie gives (Part ii. chap. 10) the com])ositioii of tlie 
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spectral rays by means of a lens, and their forming 
white in the focus ; but he leaves entirely out the 
decisive experiment of stopping different portions of 
the spectrum, and then finding that the focus is no 
longer white, but of the colour, or mixture of colours, 
suffered to pass onward. It is ])erhaps a proof of the 
same kind, that he states what he certainly never could 
have learnt in the ‘ Optics,’ the blue colour of the sky 
as caused by the great attenuation of the vapours aris- 
ing in the atmosphere (Part ii. chap. 12). Nor could 
any one who had studied the same admirable work 
have confined himself almost entirely to one portion 
of it, and give scarcely any account, except the most 
general, and indeed meagre, of the colours of thin 
plates, and none; at all of the colours of tliick plates. 

With respect to the ‘ Principia,’ he gives with con- 
siderable fulness the doctrine of cciual areas in equal 
times ; and indeed, from his account, the demonstration 
as well as the fundamental proposition itself may be 
gathered. lint then comes this very summary state- 
ment of the planetary law : — “ Enfin Newton a prouv6 
que si la courbe dfa'rite autour du centre est unc ellipse, 
la force .ittractive est en raison inverse du carrfe des 
distances” (Part iii. chap. 4). He indeed leaves us here 
to infer, (juite contrary to the truth, that the same 
j)roportion is peculiar to motion in an ellipse; and he 
makes no mention whatever '-f the inverse problem, 
the deducing the curve from the force — the more im- 
portant of the two. 

There is a profound view given of the irregularity in 
the moon’s motion < aused by disturbance (Part iii. 
chap. 6), and one or two other parts of the treatise 
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deserve the same praise. A possibility exists of these 
having been written by another hand. It seems diffi- 
cult to suppose the same very accurate writer could be 
the author of such passages as we meet with in the de- 
fences of the work against the Cartesians. Thus, in the 
" Courte Reponse aux longs Discours d’un Docteur Alle- 
mand,’ we find him saying he had expected repose, but 
now discovered that “ la racine carre du cube des revo- 
lutions des planed, es et les carres de leurs distances 
fesaient encore des ennemis in which allusion there 
are three capital blunders ; the scjuare root of the cube 
is taken for the cul)e, the revolutions for the distances, 
and the scpiares for the cubes. 

Ill 1737 both Voltaire and Madame du Chatelet were 
competitors for the prize of the Academy of Science. 
The subject was, The nature of fire and its propaga- 
tion.” Neither paper wris successful, but both w’ere 
honourably mentioned by the committee of examina- 
tion, and both were jirinted as a mark of approval. 
When it is added that the illustrious Euler gained the 
prize, surely we may w(dl be jiermitted to say that no 
discredit could result from being surpassed by such a 
rival. But Voltaire’s paper is of great merit. He 
takes liold and original views, and describes experi- 
ments which, had he pursued them with more pa- 
tie, iice, would probably have enrolled his name among 
the greatest discoverers of his age. It is impossible 
to have made a more happy *conjecture than he 
does upon the weight acquired by metals when cal- 
cined. After describing an experiment made by him 
with melted iron, '‘II est ties possibi; ,” says he, '(|ue 
cette augmentation de poid soit venue de la matiere 
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rcpandue dans Tatmosphere : done dans toutes les autres 
o])erations par lesqiielles levS inatieres calcin&s acqui- 
rent du poids, cettc augmentation de substance pourrait 
aussi leur etre venue de la meiiie cause, et non de 
la inatiere ignee.” About lialf a century later this 
conjecture was verified, when the composition of the 
atmosphere was discovered. Had Voltaire followed up 
his felicitous conjecture by one or two experiments, he 
would very prol)ably have discovered both the nature 
of oxygen and the process of oxydation, which last, in- 
deed, he had in general terms described. 

Again, liow near does he approach to the true 
theory of fluidity, and even to the discovery of latent 
heat, when, sj)eakiug of the effects on the thermometer 
of mixing ammonia and vinegar, he says, “ II y a cer- 
tainement du feu dans ces deux liqueurs, sans (juoi elles 
ne seraient point fluides and ai’terwards speaking of 
the connection between heat and permanent or gaseous 
elasticity, he says, ‘‘ N'est-ce pas que fair n’a plus alors 
la quantite de feu iiecessaire pour faire jouir toutes ses 
parties, et j)Our le degager de ratmosplicu’e engourdie 
qui le renferme?’’ The experiments which he made 
on the heat >f fluids mixed together, of different tem- 
peratures before their mixture, led him to remark the 
difference of the temperature when mixed from what 
iiiight have been expectec! l)V combining the separate 
temperatures before mixture. >Jc‘ed I add that this is 
precisely the cours^' of exj)eriment and observation 
which led Bl.ack to his celebrated discovery of latent 
heat a quarter oi'a century later? 

It was in these studies that the time passed at 
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Cirey, in these various pursuits of philosophy, of his- 
tory, of poetry. But some important incidents in 
Voltaire’s life, beside his literary successes, happened 
during his intimacy with the Du Chatelets. His only 
sister, of whom he appears to have been fond, hud 
died while he was in England, leaving a son and two 
daughters. Of these, now grown up, he took a parental 
care, and exerted himself to marry them suitably. 
One, in 1737, married M. Denis, a captain in the 
Regiment de Champagne, who died some years after 
(1744), and his widow ultimately came to live with 
her uncle, and passed nearly thirty years under his 
roof. Her sister married, some years later, a Al. de 
Fontaine. During the same period of his residence 
at Cirey, the Prince Royal of Prussia, afterwards 
Frederick H., courted his acijuaintance by letter, and 
began a corresjtondence of mutual compliment and 
even veneration, which lasted till he became king at 
his father’s death, in 1740. At that time he made a 
fruitless attempt to make Voltaire fix his residence at 
Berlin, and would have almost let him dictate his 
own terms ; but as long as Madame du Chatelet 
lived, thes(! offers were frankly and peremptorily re- 
fused. Voltaire being near Brussels, the King, who 
happened to be in that neighbourhood soon after his 
Accession, proposed coming to wait upon the poet ; but, 
being prevented by a severe ague, Voltaire went to 
him, and had his fn'st int erview while the fit was upon 
the royal patient in l)ed. He undertook to publish for 
him his first work, the ‘ Anti-AIachiavel ’ But unfor- 
tunately, while it was j)a:..ung thia 'igh the press, the 
death of Charles VI. left his daughter Alaria Theresa 
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in a condition of sucli wejikness as exj)osed the royal 
combatant of Machiavel’s principles lo an irresistible 
tempfcition, and be made upon her province of Silesia 
one of the most unprovoked and unjustifiable attacks 
of which history has left any record. It is singular 
enough that, in the history which he afterwards wrote 
of the war, he in plain terms had stated as the cause 
of it, his possessing a fine army, and great treasure, 
which his father’s recent death had left him, and his 
inability to resist the temptation of her weakness. 
Voltaire, on revising the work, struck this singular 
passage out of it ; but, having ke])t a copy, he has given 
it in his ‘Memoirs.’* 

The favour which he was known to enjoy witli 
Frederick induced the French ministry, three years 
after, to employ him in a secret mission, which he ap- 
pears to have fulfilled with much success. He went 
to llerlin under cover of visiting his royal and literary 
correspondent, and obtained from him the assurance, 
that a declaration of war by Franc(! against England, 
then taking the Empress-Queen’s ])art, would be fol- 

* The pass;a9(^ thus erased and thus preserved is extremely eurious, 
and for honesty or impudence has m; j irallel in history of 
warriors : — 

“ Que Ton joigne a cos considerations, des troup(‘s ton jours prates 
d’agir, mon epargne bien rem]ilie, et la vivacite de mon caractere, 
e’etait les raisons que j’avais de fai * la guern a Marie Thorese, 
Heine de Bohemie et de Ilongrie, — I’ambi Jon, rinteret, le desir de 
faire parler de moi. rimporterent ; et la guern? fut resol ue.” (Mern. 
238.) If every man who enters upon a voluntary war would speak 
out, we should have the same commentary on the lives of all the 
butchers who disgrace and dliict our species. Nothing, certainly, 
can more elo(|uently describe their cold-blooded wickedneas than 
these words of Frederick. 
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lowed by an immediate co-oj)eration with France on 
his part. The favour which Voltaire thus ob- 
tained not only with the ministry, but with Madame 
de Pompadour, then all-powerful, ])roduccd an im- 
pression which all his fine writings had failed to make, 
lie was allowed to enter the Academy, from which 
court influence had before excluded him ; he was 
named gentleman of the King’s chamber ; and he re- 
ceived a pension of 2000 francs a year. 

The tranquil pleasures of letters and of friendship, 
which form so much the burthen of his song during 
his residence at Cirey, were in the mean time suffer- 
ing constant interruption, as he would rejiresent, from 
the libels of persons every way below liis notice, but, 
in reality, from his own irritable temjier. The ve- 
henumce of the language in which he describes those 
attacks, makes the reader believe that the charges 
against him were of a heinous kind, and that the ac- 
cusers were persons of im])ortance ; when both are 
examined, they generally turn out to be equally insig- 
niffcant. One attack only, which absurdly accuses 
him of having failed to account for subscriptions to 
the ‘ Henriade,’ he did right in requiring a friend to 
refute, who was personally acquainted with the whole 
matter, having devoted to his own use j)art of the 
, money so received. He seems to have had some ground 
for complaining that this gentleman, a JNl. Theiriot, 
was slow in vindicating him ; but his principal griev- 
ance is that Theiriot refused to iittack the slander 
in his own person, and *o repeat in public what he 
had so often written privately, th t the accuser was 
the aui-hor of other libels against them both, and was 
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the Abbe des Fontaines, a man of some reputation for 
ability, but leading a life of scandalous libelling, and 
whose ingratitude to Voltiiire was sufficient to stamp 
him with infamy, as to his kind exertions had been ow- 
ing the Abbe’s escaj)e from a charge of the most detest- 
able nature. It is, however, a stain scarcely less deep 
on Voltaire’s own memory, thjit although he firmly be- 
lieved in the man’s innocence, as indeed every one else 
did, he was no sooner enraged by the ungrateful re- 
turn his services received, than he recurred to the 
false charges in all his letters — nay, even by a plain 
allusion in more than one ])assage of his poems, of 
which we have already seen an instance in the ‘ Dis- 
cours sur rilomme.’ He took a more legitimate course 
of punishing him l)y prosecuting the libel (a satins 
entitled ‘ Voltairemanie’), and compelled the vile and 
abandoned slanderer to sign a public denial of it, and 
a complete disbelief of its contents. 

Under the vexation which such attacks gave him, 
he was comforted not only by the friendship which he 
found iilways in his home at Cirey, but by the un- 
varying kindness of M. le (hdville, a respectable 
magistrate uf Rouen, fond of literature ; by the steady 
friendship of M. le ('omte d’Argental, a man of large 
fortune, and owner of the Isles de Rhc and Aix, off 
the west coast, and his \\ iie ; by the unbroken attach- 
ment of M. d’Argenson, rM-ciotary of State, his 
brother, the War Minister, and the Due de Richelieu. 
It should seem as if Voltaire, was, in his familiar 
intercourse, the ! tetter .for b(‘ing kept under some re- 
straint by the superior rank, or other j>re])onderating 
tjualities, of his friends. Some such calming influ- 
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ence was necessary for his irritable nature. Jealousy 
formed no part of his character; he had a rooted 
horror of envy, as mean and degrading ; he was 
always well disposed to encourage rising merit and 
enjoy the success of his friends, perhaps all the more 
readily when he aided them by his patronage and 
counsels ; but he was eiisily offended, ready to believe 
that any one had attacked him, prone to take alarm 
at intended insult or apprehended combination against 
him ; and as his nature was fundamentally satirical, 
he was unable to resist the indulgence of the very 
humour of which he could so ill l)ear being himself 
made the sulyect. Those %vho were at all dependent 
on him, his Theiriots and his publishers, found much 
less magnanimity than kindness in his temper. With 
his e(pials he rarely continued very long on cordial 
terms. Maupertuis, indeed, had no excuse for his 
proceedings ; but the extravagances of J. J. Rousseau’s 
crazy nature might well have been overlooked, and 
never should have been made the subjects of such deadly 
warfare as Voltaire waged against him. The other 
Rousseau’s enmity he owed entirely to himself, as we 
have seen ; it is extremely probable that I)es Fon- 
taines was set against him by hearing of his sarcasms 
on a subjt;ct to which all reference was proscribed ; 
.and his persevering attacks on I.e Franc de Pom- 
pignan arose from no cause lieyond some general 
reflections on philosophers in his inaugural discourse 
at the Academy ; nor was he ever just enough to allow 
the singular merit of some, at least, of the Abbe’s 
poetry.* It is certainly one, and a principal, cause of 


* It luigiit be absurd enough in Mirabeau (the elder) to exalt him 
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the constant disputes, the hot water he lived in, that 
he was always writing, generally writing something 
offensive of somebody ; and almost as generally wri- 
ting something which was likely to call down the 
indignation of the constituted authorities in Church 
and State. But had he kej)t his writings to him- 
self, or only published them anonymously without 
any confidants, his pen would have less frequently 
disturbed his repose. Instead of this, he generally 
began by showing his compositions, often by suffering 
copies to be taken ; sometimes these were publislied 
witliout his leave ; l)ut often he allowed them to be 
printed, and straiglitway complained when the author- 
ship was discovered. His denials then knew no 
bounds, either for repetition or for solemnity ; and we 
have seen in the instance of the ‘ Letters on England’ 
how little scrupulous he was in what manner lie 
confirmed his asseverations, by laying the l)lanie uf)on 
others. To this double source of the difficulties into 
which his writings brought him with the govern- 
ment, and of the individual resentment which they 
occasioned, may very many of his quarrels and anxieties 
be traced. 

But another circumstance must be mentioned, as 
throwing light upon his personal altercations with 
the friends he at various times esteemed. His nature 
was oj)en and ardent; he ha * the irritability which 
oftentimes accompanies genius, but he liad the warm 
temperament, the generous self-abandonment, the 
uncalculating effusion of sentiment, which is also its 


into tlio first of nioclorn poets, ;ls oiir Locke did Blackinore ; yet few 
passages in V’'oltaire’s own writings can compare witii llie famous 
simile of the Kgy])iians, and their sacrilegious abuse of the Sun. 
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attendant, and which sixty years’ living in the world 
never cured — hardly mitigated — in Voltaire. His ex- 
pressions were, no doubt, stronger than his feelings ; 
but we know that this strength of expression hiis a 
certain re-action, and excites the feelings in its turn ; 
cerfciinly is ever taken into the account when its object 
makes a bad or a cold requital, and irritates the minds 
from which it had proceeded, if in no other way, at 
least by wounding their pride. Nothing can be more 
extravagant than the technology of Voltaire’s aftec- 
tions : “ INIy dearest friend” is too cold to be almost 
ever used ; it is “ My dear and adorable friend “ My 
guardian ang<!l “ My adorable friend and often to 
the Argentals especially the union of both, “ My 
adorable angels.” All philosophers are Newtons ; all 
poets Virgils ; all historians Sallusts ; all marshals 
CfiCScars. The work of the President Henault is not 
certainly “ aom,” but “ xwtre charmante, votre immortel 
ouvragc being the most dry and least charming 
hist(*ry that ever was penned, and which never would 
be read but as a convenient chronicle. The ex- 
pressions of affection, of eternal, warm, even passion- 
ate aflection, are lavi.shed constantly and indilierently. 
Nay, to one friend, a Marshal and Duke (Kichelieu), 
he says, addressing him as Monseigneur, “ II y a dans 
Paris force vieilles et illustres c.atins a (jui vous avez 
fait passer de joyeiix moments, mais il n’y en a point 
qui vous aime plus de moi. With all this vehemence 
of feeling and facility of effusion, as well as of exag- 
geration, there was joined ;.u irritfibility that brought 


Corr. G * 11 . iv. 193. 
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on cold fits occasionally, and then the snow, or rather 
the hail, fell as easily and abundantly as the tepid 
showers had before descended. Nothing can exceed 
his affection for his nieces, especially for Madame 
Denis ; but he must have outraged her feelings se- 
verely, to draw from her such a letter as she wrote in 
1754 : “ Ne me forcez pas a vous hair” — “ Vous etes le 
dernier des homines par le cceur” — “ Je cacherai autant 
que je pourrais les vices de votre cceur” — are ex- 
jiressions used principally on account, not of his heart, 
which was sound, but his temper, which was uncon- 
trolled, and they were used to him while lying on a 
sick bed at Colmar, which he had not (juitted for six 
months. I shall have occasion afterwards to speak 
more particularly of his quarrels with Maupertuis, 
Frederick II., and Rousseau; in the first of which, 
the chief fault lay with the mathematician ; in the 
second, the great king claims the whole blame ; and in 
the third, Voltaire was most censurable. At present, 
I have only entered upon the topics which arise dur- 
ing his residence at Cirey. 

The same exaggeration tliat jiervades his expressions 
towards other.s, is observable in all that he writes re- 
specting himself, whether upon the sufferings of his 
mind or those, somewhat more real, of his body. He 
had, unhappily, a feeble constitution, and having 
taken little care of it in early iiic, he was a confirmed 
invalid for the rest of his days ; but especially between 
forty and sixty. He suffered from both bladder com- 
plaints and those of the alimentary canal ; and his sur- 
gical maladies, beside the jiain and irritation which 
they directly occasioned, gave him all the sufferings 
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and inconveniences of a bad digestion. There was 
therefore a sufficient foundation for frequent recourse 
to the stsite of his health. But he writes as if he was 
not merely in constant danger ; he is generally at the 
point of death ; and it is observiible that the more 
deeply he is engaged in any vexatious^ dispute, and the 
more he has, or thinks he has, occasion to complain of 
maltreatment, the more regularly and the more vehe- 
mently does he describe his alarming, nay, his dying 
condition. In such circumstances it is a figure never 
wanting to round a period, or to fill uji the measure 
of his own wrongs, sind his adversary’s oppressions. 
It is singular that a man of his genius, one especially 
who had so well studied the human heart, and painted 
so strikingly the dignity of our nature, should inva- 
riably, and even with the least worthy antagonist, 
prefer being plaintiff to being powerful, and rather 
delight in being the object of compassion than of 
terror. 

After above fourteen years had passed in the manner 
which has been described, accidental circumstances 
led to the formation of an intimacy between the 
family of M. du Chatelet and Stanislaus Lcczinski, 
formerly King of Poland, and father of the reigning 
Queen of France. He resided at Jmneville, where 
lie kept an hospitable mansion as a great noble, rather 
than held his court as a Prince. He was fond of letters, 
and, though exceedingly devout, never departed from 
the principles of toleration, or the feelings of charity. 
In February, 1748, the Du Chatelets, accompanied by 
Voltaire, went to visit the King, and were so pleased 
with the reception which they received for some weeks. 
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that after a few days passed at Cirey, they returned to 
Luneville ; and this Court, small, cheerful, divested 
of all troublesome ceremony and cumbrous pomp, and 
presenting the best instance ever known of letters 
united with grandeur, and literary men patronised 
without being degraded, became their residence until 
the fatal event which, in the beginning of September 
in the following year, severed for ever the connexion of 
the parties. The Marchioness continued her studies, 
and laboured with unwearried zeal in superintending 
the publication of her translation of Newton. The 
manuscript had lx,*en so far finished in the latter part 
of 1747, that the printing had begun early in 1748; 
but there were many additions and corrections to 
make, and she worked on it with a degree of industry 
which is supposed to have seriously injured her during 
her pregnancy, extending from the montli of Decem- 
ber in the latter year. On the 4th of September, 
1749, while engaged in an investigation connected 
with the ‘ Principia,’ she was so suddenly taken in 
labour that a girl was born before she could be put to 
bed. In the course of a few days she was no more; 
and the Marrjuis and Voltaire having retired to Cirey, 
very soon ijuitted a place now gloomy with the most 
painful associations, and went to Paris, where Madame 
Denis, his niece, came to live with the poet. lie con- 
tinued to occupy the house in v; hich the Manjuis and 
he liad before lived together as their town residence, 
when they occasionally quitted Cirey for the capital ; 
and it was now, ho said, endeared to him by its melan- 
choly recollections, H i.i niece endeavoured to distract 
his attention from the dreadful loss which he had sus- 
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tained. It is needless to add how difficult a task this 
proved. For some weeks he appears to have lost the 
])ower of fixing his attention upon the occupations in 
which he attempted to engage. The first thing which 
tended to divert his mind from his affliction, was the 
interest he took in a comedy written by Madame 
Denis, " La Coquette punie.’ He admitted the talents 
which it showed, but was apprehensive about its success ; 
and after much consideration he was found to be right 
in his reluctance to have it produced in public. In 
the course of two or three months his active mind 
recovered its elasticity, and he was occupied with the 
representation of the ‘ Orestes,’ which, j)artly, as is sup- 
j)Osed, through the cabals of Crebillon, met with a 
reception at first most stormy, but afterwards was suf- 
fered to obtain some share of success. 

Many conjectures have, of course, been raised, as at 
the time much scandal was circulated, resj)ecting the 
nature of the attachment b(*tween Voltaire and the 
accomplished friend whom he thus lost. There seems 
upon the whole no sufficient reason to question its 
having been Platonic. The conduct of the husl)and, a 
respectable and honourable man, the character of 
the lady herself, but above all the open manner in 
whi(!h their intimacy was avowed, and the constant 
recognition of it by persons so respectable as the Ar- 
gentals and Argensons, so punctilious as the Deffands 
and the Henaults, seem to justify this conclusion. It is 
well known that, both in former times and in our own, 
the laws of French society are exceedingly rigorous, 
not indeed to the exclusion )f the rc lities, but ^o tlie 
saving v f the appearances — Les convenances avant 
tout” is the rule. It is never permitted, where a grave 
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suspicion exists of a criminal intercourse, that the 
slightest appearance of intimacy should be seen in public 
between the parties. Voltaire’s letters to all his corre- 
spondents, in which he speaks of Emily to some, of 
Madame la Manjuise to others, of Chatelet-Newton 
to others, giving her remembrances to them, and him- 
self inviting them to the chateau, all seems wholly in- 
consistent with the rules of social intercourse observed 
by our neighbours, on the supposition of her having been 
his mistress. Perhaps we may add to this the proof af- 
forded by Frederick II. always acknowledging her, and 
constantly sending his regards to her. It may be re- 
collected that when the French king’s mistress. Pom- 
padour, ventured, with many apologies, to send him a 
respectful, even humble message, his good brother of 
Prussia shortly and drily said, Je ne la connais pas.”* 
As soon as the King of Prussia learnt Madame du 
Chatelet’s death, he lost no time in desiring Voltaire 
to come and live in Berlin, now that the only obstacle 
to this j)lan was removed ; but at first he could not as 
yet listen to any such jn’oposition. In the course, 
Iiowever, of the next six iiionths he began to feel the 
f ormer thraldom of the French government and clergy ; 
he was once more plagued with the slanders of the 
press, which did not even sj)are Madame du Chatelet’s 
memory; he formed to himself the picture of haj)pi- 

* An expressioTi wliich occurs in V(»Ito Ire's letter to Madame du 
Deffand, announcing the Marchioness’s death, seems strange. Though 
it clearly proves iu)thing, yet it was an tixtraordinary thing to say 
at such a moment. He asks to be allowed to weep with her for one 
avec ses faiblesses avuU, unarnc respectable.” — (Cor. Gen., iii. 
365.) In all probability this referred to her violent temper, of 
which Madame du D. might have heard him complain, as he cer- 
tainly suffered much under it. 
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ness under a sovereign who protected letters, cultivated 
them himself, refused all countenance to persecutions 
of any sort, and had long expressed for him the 
warmest friendshif). He believetl he should at length 
be able to lead a tranquil life of literary occupation ; 
he hoped to enjoy the o/iitm and lorgot the dignitan ; 
and he set out for Berlin, where he arrived about 
the end of July, 1750. 

The arrangements which Frederick II., enchanted 
with this splendid acquisition, immediately made, were 
of a sufficiently liberal kind. A j)en.sion of 20,000 
francs a year, with 4000 for his niece should she join 
him and then survive him ; the rank of chamberlain ; 
the higher ord(!r of knighthood, and apartments at the 
palace of Potsdam, where the monarch lived ten 
months in the year — seemed an ample establishment, 
esj)ecially when added to an income already larger by a 
great deal than any other literary man ewer enjoyed, for 
he possessed from his own funds 80,000 francs, or above 
3000/., a year. The work to be done for this remune- 
I'ation was to read and correct the king’s writings, to Ite 
bis companion at his leisure hours, and, above all, to 
attend his suppers, the meal at which he chiefly loved 
to take his relaxation after the fatigues of the daJ^ 
That the society of this singularly gifted prince was 
captivating we cannot have any doubt. He had a 
great vari(!ty of information, abounded in jdayful and 
original wit, somewhat of Voltaire’s own kind, was 
ol the most easy and unceremonious manners, and 
had such cipial spirits as cast an air of gaiety over his 
n hole society. It is not a m iM-cr of .’onder that tlie 
man wboiii he chiefly delighted to honour should have 
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been enchanted with this intercourse, seasoned as it 
was with boundless admiration of his own genius never 
very coldly expressed, though always cleverly and 
variously, more especially when we bear in mind the 
fundamental fact that this host and master, who chose 
to make himself the poet’s playfellow, was a powerful 
monarch, and covered with the laurels of a concjueror, 
as well as sustained by the troops and treasures of a 
prince. 

Twelve months glided away in this pleasing dream ; 
for dream after all it proved to be. That which his 
philosophers never forgot, it appeared that he himself, 
the philosopher king, forgot as little, his kingly station ; 
and the freaks of the royal temperament, suppressed for 
a while, broke out on the first convenient opportunity, 
changing at once the whole aspect of V oltaire’s position, 
and reducing his relation with his '■‘royal frimd" to 
the ordinary standard, which retains th<* “ royal" and 
converts “friend” into master. 

Immediately after his arrival an incident had 
occurred which might have opened his eyes to the 
claw that lurked beneath its velvet covering. Madame 
de Pompadour had, as has been numtioned, with many 
roundabout phrases, and with many humble and 
trembling apologies for such a liberty, ventured to 
offer her dutiful resj)ects to l-!h Majesty through 
Voltaire. The very unexpected answer, from one, 
too, whom oily words cost so little, was — “/ don't 
Jfnow her.” The unfortunate messenger would have 
done better to revolve this in his mind rather than 
very falsely write a report to the lady, in which 
Achilles was represented as receiving courteously the 
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compliments of Venus. But he had not been four 
months at Potsdam when he had a fresh illustration 
of his great friend’s character, and one all the more 
important for his own government that it related to 
Frederick’s treatment of his dependents whom he most 
favoured with his professions of esteem. M. Darget’s 
wife died ; the king wrote him a letter, “ touching, 
pathetic, even highly Christian,” on the sad occur- 
rence; and on the same day amused himself with writing 
an epigram abusing the deceased. That accounts of the 
dissolute life secretly led by the philosophic sovereign 
had reached the poet cannot be doubted, as he plainly 
avows that had he lived in the court of Pasiphae he 
would not have troubled himself about her amours.* 
He afterwards entered fully into this most nauseous 
subject in his ‘Memoirs.’ Be the account there given 
of other parties of Frederick’s day exaggerated or exact, 
this is plain, for here Voltaire speaks as an eye- 
witness, and speaks against himself: the sup])ers of 
Sans Souci (the nodes coeneeque Deum), so nnich the 
subject of jealousy among the scientific and literary 
men of the court, were disgraced by the exhibition of 
such brutal indecencies in the ornaments of the royal 
table, that it requires no small courage in any one to 
* confess having been present a second time after once 
witnessing those enormities. 

But after about thirteen months had elapsed of 
what appears to have been uninterrupted enjoyment 
in spite of these wrongs and these drawbacks, an 
enjoyment not broken by the indications he perceived 

* Cor.G^n., iii. 443(17 Nov., 1750). 
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of the great jealousy which his fame excited among 
his learned brethren, it came to Voltaire’s ears that 
his informant, La illetherie, a clever, agreeable, half- 
crazy physician about court, having mentioned to 
Frederick how great this jealousy was, the philosophic 
king replied, “ 1 shall want him for a year longer at 
most ; and then one throws away the rind after suck- 
ing the orange” From that moment Voltaire began 
to feel, as well he might, his footing ins(!cure ; and he 
soon found proofs of the extravagant phrases, which 
he had believed were exclusivtdy applied to himself, 
being freely and habitually used by the king towards 
jtersons of whom he was known to have a very mean 
opinion. Nevertheless the enchantment continued, 
and would, in all probability, have lasted until he was 
actually dismissed, had not a (juarrel, in which the 
intriguing, jealous spirit of IMaupertuis involved him, 
led to a resolution that he would leave Berlin as soon 
as he could withdraw the funds which he had placed 
in the country. 

Maupertuis was a man of some mathematical ac- 
quirements, but little dcj)th, and no genius. He had 
originally been a captain of horse,and had, on leaving the 
army, cultivated science. Having ac<|uired some repu- 
tivtion, he was sent, as has already betm mentioned, at the 
head of the commission to measure a degree of the meri- 
dian in Liipland. Clairault was one of the party, and, 
being a very young man, was, of course, placed under 
Maupertuis, then jimeh past, the middle age. The suc- 
cessful perfoi’mancc of tiiis service, a matter reijuiring 
care and patience, but nothing more, confirmed the 
theory of the earth being an oblate spheroid, flattened 
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towards the poles ; atid so puffed up was the philosopher 
with this poor triumph, that, after publishing a book 
recording the history of the expedition, in which he 
carefully suppressed all merit but his own, he actually 
had himself represented in a picture, with his hands 
on a globe, in the act of flattening it at the two poles. 
Frederick, who was wholly ignorant of physical 
science, was deceived by the noise which this person’s 
name, or his tongue, made in the world, and urged 
him to live at Berlin, where he was named President 
of the Academy which the king had founded. It is a 
striking proof how perilous royal meddling in scientific 
matters is, that the illustrious Euler was one of the 
strangers whom his liberalities had attracted, and 
that over his head was placed the flattener of the poles 
and the flattei'er of the king. 

Such a personage was sure to be jealous of Vol- 
taire, whose arrival occurred long after his own place 
had Ijcen taken. Accordingly, we find that he gave 
indications of this immediately. A month after he 
came, A^oltaire describes him as having l)ecome unso- 
cialde,* referring doubtless to his very different be- 
haviour when he lived for months his fellow-guest 
at Cirey ; and before four mouths had elapsed, we 
find him j)ainted drolly enough “ as taking the poet’s 
dimensions harshly with liis (juadrant,” and allow- 
ing some })ortioii of envy to enter into his problems.” 
In the course of the next year this envy broke out. 
Of the most intriguing disposition, he used his access 
to the king for the base purjjosc of beaiing tales 


♦ Cor. Gtfn., iii. 411, 438. 
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against Voltaire. A profligate adventurer, called La 
Beauinelle, who had been driven from Copenhagen, 
where he was a popular ])reacher, who then came under 
false colours to Berlin, who had indeed originally 
committed a theft of Madame JMaintenon’s letters, and 
printed them, was taken up by Maupertuis, and both 
libelled Voltaire, pirated his works, and propagated 
stories of his having slandered the king. Then came 
a statement by Koenig, now professor in Holland, but 
a member of the Berlin Academy, refuting Mauj)ertuis’ 
favourite doctrine of the principle of least action, and 
alBrming, on the authority of letters from Leibnitz, 
that it was no new discovery. In truth, Leibnitz had 
refuted it, as he well might, for it rests upon an im- 
perfect induction — chiefly on the reflection of light, and 
is at variance with many other phenomena, and even 
with the reflected motion of all bodies excej)t light, 
inasmuch as no other body being perfectly elastic, the 
reflected line never can l>e the shortest possible be- 
tween the point of imj>act and any given plane. The 
Courtier-President was enraged; he summoned his 
academicians : he had his case laid before them ; he 
remained absent from the sitting, while an adherent 
proposed the expulsion of Koenig, on the ground of 
his having forged the letters of Leibnitz, because the 
death of the person from wh^ n he had obtained the 
copies prevented him from producing the originals. 
Nothing can well l)e conceived more outrageous than 
this proceeding on the part of a scientific body, all the 
rnenil>ers of which were paid their salaries according 
to the discretion of the President, and so were more 
or less dependent u])on him. But there was yet a lower 
meanness behind. Maupertuis having caused Koenig’s 



VOLTAIRE. 


87 


expulsion, affected to solicit of the Academy his par- 
don and restitution. But this the honest Switzer’s 
just indignation prevented ; for he in.sisted on retiring, 
having indeed sent his resignation from Holland be- 
fore he could hear of the Academy’s first vote. It was 
another, and an infamous act of this President, to em- 
ploy his influence with the Princess of Orange for the 
purpose of depriving Koenig of his place of librarian to 
that lady. 

It was always an honourable distinction of Voltaire 
that he instinctively planted himself as a chamjuon in 
the front of all who were the victims of persecution or 
injustice, whatever form it assumed. His feelings 
towards Maupertuis, whom he had formerly all but 
idolized, and now heartily disliked, certainly contri- 
buted to make him take Koenig’s part with extraordi- 
nary zeal, and display great bitterness against his 
oppressor. But we have no right to doubt that he 
would at all events have been found strongly on his side, 
the rather from having lived for so long a time under 
the same roof with him at Cirey. Maupertuis had, as 
if deprived of reason, recently published some sjiecula- 
tions full of the most revolting absurdities, such as a 
proposal for penetrating to the earth’s centre, and for 
examining the nature of tlie human liiculties by dis- 
secting the brains of various races of men. The field 
thus afforded for satire, what witty enemy could for- 
bear to enter? Least of all, certainl)', could one like 
Volfiiire refrain. His defence of Koenig consisted in 
part of a bitter satire on the ]*resident, \.'hich soon 
made the round of the; European literary circles, was 
greedily devoured on account of a superscription the 
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fittest of the age to give it currency, and was relished 
far more from the gratification its scurrility afforded 
to malice, than from any intrinsic merit which it pos- 
sessed. It is among the poorest and the most tedious 
of its author’s pieces ; and when it is said to have de- 
stroyed Maupertuis’ reputation, whoever reads it must 
feel satisfied of its 'utter impotence to injure any one 
but its author, had that reputation rested upon a solid 
foundation. Unfortunately for Maupertuis, he had 
been placed high, without any pretensions at all ; he 
had exposed himself to just censure by his treatment 
of a modest, an able, and a learned man ; he had 
covered himself with ridituile by writings which seemed 
to argue a de[irivution of reason ; and it required not 
the ‘ Diatribe of Dr. Akakia’ to hurl him from the place 
w'hich he usurped.* 

Frederick committed on this occasion his second 
error respecting this unfortunate ])erson ; but it was a 
far more fatal one than the former. He chose to enter 
himself into the strife as a combatant, and he was 
wholly unprovided with resources. He published a 
pamphlet against Koenig and Voltaire, in which he 
betrayed, as might be expected, entire ignorance of the 
subject. All scientific Europe took Kasnig’s part, 
though it is painful to reflect that the man at the head 
of it sided with the King a'ci his President ; but 
though that man was Euler, he was one of the Aca- 
demy who had been drawn into the shameful sentence 


* It i.s generally said that lie had at one time tlie misfortune to be 
confined in a lunatic asylum ; his latter conduct certainly seems to 
countenance the report. 
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of condemnation. His authority, how venerable soever, 
proved of no avail ; the universal voice of the scientific 
world was against the whole proceedings of the con- 
federates ; and the king was reduced to the humili- 
ation of appealing from the reason of his readers to 
the authority of his prerogative. He had the incredi- 
ble folly of causing Voltaire’s pamphlet to be burnt by 
the hands of the hangman. 

It was now clear that the tempest had both set in 
and was unappeasable. The royal disputant had re- 
ceived additional offence from a law-suit in which 
Voltaire had been obliged to arrest the Court broker, 
a Jew, for debt. All exjdanations were unavailing ; 
he sent back his chamberlain’s key and his order of 
knighthood, and resigned his pension. He wrote a kind 
of love verses with them : they were returned to him. He 
humbled himself in the very dust with protestations of 
his innocence, wlum charged with having libelled the 
King ; and, among other jests at his cost, had likened his 
office of correcting the royal French to the functions 
of the laundress with the royal linen. His protes- 
tations, and his extravagant demonstrations of sorrow, 
were (piite enough to disgrace the one party, but they 
failed to appease the other. A haughty and imperious 
answer alone was given, that “ he was astonished 
at Voltaire’s having the effrontery to deny facts as 
clear as the sun, instead of confes.sing his guilt ; 
and that, if his works merited statues, his con- 
duct deserved a ga d.” No spark of pride, or even 
of ordinary dignity, was raised by this intolerable 
treatment, but only endless wailings as of one 
literally dying of a broken heart, mingled with protes- 
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tations of duty, gratitude, attachment, and pitiful 
appeals to the compassion of his tender and benevolent 
nature. 

Miserable as this picture of Voltaire’s weakness is, 
we may be permitted to doubt if it is not surpassed in 
baseness by the flattery with which he so long fed his 
royal friend. He, no doubt, corrected his bad French, 
and often ol>jected to his poetical errors, or the sins of 
his compositions against good taste. These acts of 
friendship, these real services, it is prol)able Frederick 
had enough of the royal author to dislike ; and possibly 
some such feeling may have led to the exclamation 
respecting oranges. But assuredly he had far less 
right to complain, than Voltaire had to blush, at the 
shameful excess of adulation which could make him 
desire his own ‘ History of Louis XIV.’ to be “ placed 
under Frederick’s Memoirs of the House of Branden- 
burgh, as the servant below the master” (Cor. avec les 
Souverains, i. 750) ; and after sitting u[t all night to 
read it, exclaiming, “ Mon Hieu ! <}ue tout cela cst 
net, elegante, precis, et surtout p]uloso|)hifjuc ; on 
voit une genie toujoiirs au-dessus son sujet (thus sub- 
jecting the owner himself of that genius) : I histoiredcs 
mamrs, du gouvernenumt, de la religion, est un chef- 
d’oeuvre” (ib. 740). And all this about the worst history 
that ever was written — biwdry, Ja.nbling, conceited, 
inflated — in a style about as near Livy's or Voltaire’s 
own as that of Ossian’s poems. 

After a d(;lay of tv <> months the King’s resentment 
appears to have cooled, or \.o have yielded to his pru- 
dence. The leave to depart was gninted, and he 
desired to see Voltaire before he went. A long 
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interview took place, and a reconciliation ; in tlie course 
of which it is positively asserted that the king sealed 
the treaty hy joining, or rather originating, several 
sallies against Maupcrtuis. During the week that 
followed before his departure Voltaire supped every 
night at the royal table, and on the 26th of March, 
1753, he set out. After passing a month at the Court 
of Saxe Gotha he arrived at Francfort on the Alaine, 
where his niece, Madame Denis, met him. Here they 
were both unexpectedly and rudely arrested at the 
instance of a Prussian agent, who demanded, by the 
King’s authority, the delivery of the key, the ribbon, 
and a volume of his Majesty’s j»oetry. This volume 
was a privately printed collection ; only a few copies had 
been struck off; and it contained a jioem — ‘I(e Palla- 
dium,’ in the style of the ‘ Pucelle,’ but attacking 
living characters. As Voltaire’s baggage had gone by 
another route to Paris, both the uncle and niece 
w<‘re detained for some time till the book was re- 
covered ; and they were then, and apparently without 
any pretence of authority, seized, upon leaving Francfort, 
at the instance of another of the Prussian authorities. 
They were now imprisoned, under a guard, for twelve 
days, with every circumstance of insult, to the extent 
of Madame Denis being forced to sleep the whole time 
of their imprisonment in a room with four soldiers 
standing sentinel round her bed, and without any 
female attendant. It mxist be observed that the King 
had written a letter .lesiring these effects to lx? returned 
to him two montlis before Voltaire lelt Berlin ; 
but the reconcilement which had alterwards taken 
place naturally enough led to the belie! that this 
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requisition was countermanded. The exactions to 
which he was exposed during tliis detention, and the 
sums taken from liis trunks, are stated by him as 
amounting to the whole money which he had rectdved 
during all his service at Berlin. This treatment made, 
and naturally made, an impression upon his mind 
which no time seems ever to have removed.'*^ Had he 
remained near the King, the same resentment would 
not have ke])t possession of him ; but he was now 
beyond the reach both of the royal seductions and the 
royal power ; and he vented his indignation in that 
scandalous chronicle of Frederick’s life and manners, 
which was jdainly his main object in the autobio- 
graphy, composed as soon as he quitted F rancfort, and 
not destroyed after the second reconcilement, which 
took place in 1757. 

Tlie style of the corres[)ondence afterwards, when 
Frederick had him not in Jiis jmwer, and when distance 
enabled him to see with more impfirtial eyes the 
character of his royal friend, affords a contrast to all 
that ])rcceded, (|uite refreshing to the admirers of 
genius. We at last have Voltaire writing like a man, 
and no longer either fawning like a courtier ])arasite, 
or whining like a child in his addresses to the king. 
P^rederick, on his part, n<ner forgets his alleged 
gri(wances ; lie constantly refers them, but he does 
full justice to the merits of his illustrious corre- 
sj)ondent, in whom he at length finds the more dignified 
qualities of an independent mind. As to Maupertuis, 
stung to madm^ss by the merited contempt into wliich 


* See Cor. Gen., v. 67 (17o7), but it breaks out often afterwards. 



VOLTAIRE. 


03 


he had fallen through his own folly and misconduct, 
and discovering how little the alliance of a monarch 
can avail the party to philosophical controversy, he 
vented his spleen in a challenge, which he sent after 
Voltaire, who received it at Leipzig, and returned it such 
an answer as it deserved ; though no sarcasm could 
now make the poor man more ridiculous than he had 
made himself. There seems no gi’ound for believing 
the random charge thrown out by Collini, Voltaire’s 
secretary, in liis ‘ Alemoirs,’ that IMaupertuis had a band 
in the shameful transaction of Francfort. Indeed the 
blame of that appears to fall much rather upon the low 
agents employed than even upon Frederick himself, 
though he grossly neglected his duty in not bringing 
them to condign punishment 

Madame Denis left her uncle and returned to Paris 
as soon as he was safe in Alsace, where he had a 
mortgage or rent charge on the Duke of Wirtemljerg’s 
esbites; and he I’emained at Colmar for several months, 
which he chietly passed in bed, suffering very much 
under a complication of diseases. He had no difficulty 
in going to Paris, had he been so disposed ; for there 
was not any pi-ohibition ; the king had overlooked his 
going to Berlin, and had even continued his ])ension 
and his situation in the household, though he had 
taken away the place of historiographer. But it 
seemed as if the cabals he so much dreaded were still 
at work ; and feeling that he could not be sure of a 
(piict as well as a di: tinguished reception in the capital 
and at court, where he had out forth several feelers, 
and been ready enough to worship Madame Pompa- 
dour, he remained in .Msace for nearly two years, only 
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going for a few weeks to the waters of Plombieres, 
where his niece and the Argentals came to meet him. 
He also went to Lyons, where Cardinal Tencin, the 
archbishop, saw him, and considered himself under the 
necessity of avoiding his society, notwithstanding his 
being uncle of Voltaire’s dearest friend, M. Argental’s 
wife. The people, however, took another view of the 
matter, and held festivals in honour of the great poet 
and wit, by inviting him to their theatre and jdaying 
his tragedies beibre him with the most enthusiastic 
acclamations. He \vas now ordered to try the waters 
of Aix in Savoy, and for this purpose he must pass 
through Geneva. There he consulted the famous 
Dr. Tronchin, who at once forbade that mineral, and 
he purchased sixty acres of land near the town, where 
he was made to pay twice as much as it would have 
cost him near Paris. He afterwards bought the villa of 
Tournay, since called Feriiey, in the French territory, 
and about a league from Geneva. In summer he went 
to a house which he purchased near Lausanne, called 
JMonnier; and in these retreats, agreeable for their 
scenery in summer, l)ut subject to the curse of a 
rigorous climate in winter, he spent the remaining 
j)ortion of his life. 

Frederick was reconciled to him in 1757. He wrote 
him a kind letter in August of t! -u year, when he had, 
in consecpience of his disaster at Kolin on the 18th of 
June, been reduced to great straits. This renewed 
their correspondence. In Se])teml>er he was so mucli 
more desperate that he wrote to Voltaire, dt^claring his 
resolution to kill himself should he lose another 
battle ; and he said the same thing in the poem which 
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he addressed to M. d’Argens, then in his emjdoy. He 
became more resigned after this, and resolved to brave 
all dangers. He says, in one of his poems addressed to 
Voltaire, 9th October, 

“ Je dois, on affrontant I’oraj^e, 

Penscr, ecriro, et iiiourir eii Roi.” 

Immediately after (5th November) he gained the battle 
of Rosbach, in which the French army under Soubise 
Avere seized Avith a panic and fled disgracefully. Rut 
aAA^are of his difliculties, he AAnshed to renew the nego- 
tiations for peace Avhich he had two months btdore in 
vain attempted to open Avith the Dtic de Richelieu, 
then commanding in Westphalia. The Cardinal 
Tencin, still a minister, though su]>erseded in active 
influence by the Abbe, afterwards Cardinal Rernis, 
had alAvays been averse to the Austrian alliance, Avhich 
Madame Pompadour, from personal resentment towards 
Frederick, mainly aided in bringing about; and he 
emjdoyed Voltaire’s intimacy Avith the Margravine of 
Baireuth, Frederick’s sister, to open a negotiation. The 
letters passed through Voltaire and that princess. 
Frederick readily acceded to the suggestion. The 
letter from the margravine on her brother’s part was 
sent in this manner to the cardinal, who wrote, en- 
closing it, to the king of F ranee. He received a dry 
ansAver, that the Secretary for Foreign Affairs Avould 
communicate his intentions. That secretary, the Abbe 
Bernis, did so ; he dictated to the cardinal an answer 
to the margravine, icfusing to negotiate, and the car- 
dinal is represented by VoltaiiC (Mem., CEuv., i. “295) 
as having died of mortification in a fortnight. The 
sudden change of tone in Frederick toAvards Voltaire, 
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happening at so peculiar a moment, the very fortnight 
before he endeavoured to draw M. de Richelieu into a 
negotiation, leaves no doubt that he intended to avail 
himself of the poet’s known intimacy with the General 
in furtherance of this scheme. Voltaire had, some 
days before this revival of friendly relations, been 
writing of him as he usually did. On the 6th of 
August, 1757, he had, in one of his letters, said, 
“ Li’ennemi publique est pris de tons cotes. Vive 
Marie Theresc ! ’ (Cor. Gen., v. 21.)* 

During the two years of his residence in Alsace 
Volbiire had done little more than correct his works, 
and publish the ‘ Annales de I'Empire,’ a history 
undertaken at the request of the Grand Duchess of 
.Saxe Gotha, and u])on the plan of the President 
Henault’s dull work. But at Berlin he finished his 
‘ Si^cle de Louis XIV.,’ the materials of which he had 
brought with him from J’aris. He also began at that 
time his correspondence with Diderot and D’Alembert, 
then engaged in editing the famous ‘ Encycloja'-die,’ 
the effects of which he very early foresaw, and to 
encourage it gave his be-st efforts, both while at Berlin 
and after his estal)lishment near (Jeneva. Whatever we 
nmy deem respecting the tendency of the work (on its 
merits there cannot be two opinions), it is impossible 
not to have our admiration ex( !‘.:^d as well as to take 
a lively interest in the zeal and untiring activity 
which the aged philosopher disjdayed in encouraging 


* It i.s the hnmonr ct Voli .ire an<! Jiis rarisiaii correspondeiils 
to call Frederick always l.acy This was probuhly the name of 
some noted knave at the time. The term is plainly used dijsloyis- 
ticuUy, 
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his young correspondents. On this remarkable occa- 
sion he put forth all those qualities which form a party 
chief and gain over the warm support of his followers 
— ardour, good humour, patience, courage, tolerance, 
activity, knowledge, skill. The ‘ Encyclo])edie,’ as 
is well known, was, after a few years, no longer suf- 
fered to appear openly in France. In 1751, and the 
following years, the first seven volumes appeared at Paris 
under Diderot and D’Alembert ; in 1758 it was stopjHid, 
at a time when its sale had reached no less than 3000 
(‘ Cor. Gen.,’ v. 127), and the remaining ten volumes 
were published in 1765 at Ncufchatel under Diderot 
alone. The four volumes of Suj)plement were published 
in 1776 and 1777 at Amsterdam. All the eleven 
volumes of plates were published at Paris between 1762 
and 1772, and the su])plemental volume of plates in 
1777. The whole of this great work thus consisted of 
thirty-three folio volumes. Some of Voltaire’s articles 
are clever, and abound with good reflections. The 
greater number of them are too light, having the 
fault which he certainly imputes to many of the 
other contributors in his ‘ Letters,’ when he observes 
that they are fitter for a magazine than an ency- 
clopaedia. 

The quarrel with Frederick appears to have raised 
in Voltaire’s mind the admiration with which, while 
in Plngland, he had been smitten for Swift’s writings, 
especially his immortal ‘ Gulliver.’ He had, while at 
Circy, written the ‘ Voyage de Scarmentado,’ and the 
‘ Zadig.’ ‘ M icromeg.ts’ was a ided soor after his 
return to France. A careful revision ot all these 
was the fruit of this revived taste for the jihilosophi 

H 
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cal and satirical romance. Soon after his establish- 
ment at Geneva he finished his great historical work, 
of all his writings the most valuable, and perhaps the 
most original, the ‘ Essai sur les Moeiirs des Nations 
and he then produced the composition which in origi- 
nality comes next to it, and in genius is the most per- 
fect of all his performances, the celebrated ‘ Candide.’ 
The ‘ Essfii ’ had been in great part written at Cirey, 
but being printed much later, it was first published in 
1757,* the ‘Candide’ early in 1759. The former, of 
course, was avowed, but the latter was studiously de- 
nied even to the Theiriots and Thibouvilles, his most 
familiar friends, though Frederick II. appears to have 
been intrusted with the secret at the very date of these 
denials.^ 

The two master-pieces which I have now mentioned 
in one respect differed materially : the design of the 
History was quite original ; of the Romance there 
had been examples before. Hut in the execution 
both possessed a very high merit, and a merit of the 
very same kind — the truth with which great principles 
wei’e seized, and the admirable lightness of the touches 
by which both the opinions and the comments upon 
them were presented to the mind. 


* It was the fate of many writing.; )<;ft by Voltaire at Cirey, and 
among others, of some critical dissertations and translations for the 
Essay, to be burnt by the ba.se fanaticism or low jealousy of the 
Marquess’s brother, after Aladame dii Chafelet’s death. The 
‘ General Dissertation on H'story’ was written in 1764, and pub- 
lished the year after. Voltaire, in the advertisement prefixed to it 
in an edition of his works, erroneously mentions it as written at 
Cirey. 

f Cor. avec les Souv., i. 796.— Cor. Gen., v. 225, 329. 
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Before Volttaire’s, there was no history which did 
not confine itself to the record, more or less chronolo- 
gical, more or less detailed, of wars and treaties, con- 
quests or surrenders ; the succession, by death, or usurp- 
ation, or marriage, of princes ; and the great public 
calamities, as plague, or inundation, or fire, which 
afflicted mankind from natural causes. ITie proceed- 
ings of councils, or synods, or parliaments, were re- 
ferred to, but chiefly as connected with the wars of the 
countries in which they met, or the succession or the 
deposition of the sovereigns that ruled over them. 
No measure or proportion was observed between the 
events thus chronicled, in respect of their various de- 
grees of importance, still less was thinr influence upon 
the condition of the people described, or even noted. 
To deliver the facts, to describe the scenes and the 
actors, relating the events, and giving an estimate of 
their characters, with perhaps a few moral reflections 
or inferences occasionally suggested by the narrative — 
was deemed the proper, and the only office of history. 
The ancients, our masters in this as in all other walks 
of literature, painted both scenes and men with a vivid 
pencil ; they gave, too, chiefly in the form of speeches, 
supposed to have been made by the personages whose 
actions were related, their own reflections upon events, 
or the sentiments of those personages which actuated 
their conduct. The same thing was done by modern 
historians more formally, as dissertations interspersed 
with the story. But In all these writings there was 
one common cardinal defect, one omission equally to be 
lamented. First, the same particularity of detail, which 
was desirable when important transactions or interest- 
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ing occurrences were to be recorded, became tedious, 
and only loaded the memory with useless facts, when 
matters of usual occurrence, or of inferior interest, 
were to be related ; yet the historian’s duty was under- 
stood to require that none should be left out. Next, 
there was no account given of the manners and habits 
of the peoj)le, the liearing of events upon their con- 
dition, the influence of men’s character upon their 
fortunes ; it was even very rare to find the conduct of 
nations described, unless in so far iis it might I)e con- 
nected with the conduct of some distinguished indivi- 
duals ; and generally speaking, all that happened to a 
people while enjoying the blessings of peace — their 
arts, their commerce, their education, their wealth, 
their prosperity or decline, their civilization — all was 
either wholly neglected, or passed with scarcely any 
notice, while the most careful attention was given to 
every detail of battles, and sieges, and individual ex- 
ploits in arms, of which the importance was often 
wholly insignificant, and the interest died with the re- 
lation. There had at all times, indeed, been some 
j)ictures, or rather descriptions, ex[)ressly devoted to 
figuring forth the manners anil customs of a jiarticular 
])eople. Csesar had thus described, in a {lortion of his 
‘ Commentaries,’ both the- Germans and the Jlritons : 
Tacitus had written a work CAj)ressly on the German 
manners and character. But these were either works 
apart from history, or c[«sodes in its course ; the his- 
tory of a nation was never considered to l>e anything 
but the story of its wars and its rulers ; and, what is 
still more material, these works, excellent and valuable 
as they are, only give a description, and not a narrative ; 
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only a picture without any motion ; only the representa- 
tion of a people’s manners and condition at a given 
time, and not the history of the changes which those 
manners undergo, and the varying and progressive 
alteration in that condition. 

Voltaire, whose daring genius was never trammelled 
by the precedents of former times, or the works of pre- 
ceding writers, at once saw how grievous was the error 
thus committed in both its branches ; and he resolved 
to remedy it by writing a history of nations, giving, in 
his narrative of events, their spirit and their tendency 
rather than their details. For we shall greatly err if 
we suppose that he only supplied the second defect now 
pointed out, and joined with ordinary history the 
account of the manners and condition of nations at dif- 
ferent stated periods of their progress. He undertook to 
banish the servile presentation of all events in all their 
details, according to their succession in order of time ; 
to separate the wheat from the chaff, and the ore from 
the dross ; to seize on the salient points, the really im- 
porhint parts of each {)eriod, giving as it were the cream 
only, and preserving the true spirit of history ; and with 
all this to give, at every step and in every relation, whe- 
ther of particular occurrences or of general subjects in 
any one country, a comparative view of similar occur- 
rences and similar subjects in other countries, or the 
contrasts which the analogous history of these other 
countries presents to the view of the philosophical liis- 
torian. This last chaj acteristic of the work is, in some 
respects, the most distinguishing and the most remark- 
able of the whole ; for it should seem as if the author 
never deals with any subject in the history of any one 
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country but he has present to his mind, by the extraor- 
dinary reach of his memory, the history of every other 
whicli stands in any relation, whether of resemblance or 
of diversity, to the matter immediately under review. 

This work has thus become the true history of hu- 
man society, indeed of the human race. He limits 
himself, no doubt, in time, beginning with the age of 
Charlemagne ; but he fixes no bounds of space to his 
survey. From that |)eriod, the middle of the eighth 
century, to the middle of the seventeenth, upwards of 
nine centuries, he traverses the whole globe, to gather 
in each quarter, at each time, all the changes that 
have taken jdace in society — all the events that have 
happened among men — the story of all the eminent 
individuals that have flourished — all the revolutions 
that have affected the fortunes of nations or of princes; 
and neglecting everywhere tlie trivial matters, how- 
ever authentically vouched, he fixes our attention only 
on the things which deserve to be remembered as having 
exerted a sensible influence upon the destinies of the 
world. In proportion to the real intrinsic importance 
of each event, or to the interest wdiich it is calculated 
to excite, is the minuteness with which its circum- 
stances are detailed. But no event is given in detail 
merely because it is fitted to excite a vulgar and igno- 
rant wonder; while those things are recorded which 
are of real moment, although their particulars may 
seem to create little intere i. 'I'o the work was ]>re- 
fixed a treatise on the ‘ Philosophy ol‘ History,’ but the 
whole book might justly be designated by that name. 

Such was the design : the execution of it has already 
been charactcrkscd as marked by the peculiar felicity of 



VOLTAIRE. 


103 


the .author in seizing upon the more remarkable fea- 
tures of each subject, and conveying both the accounts 
of events or of individuals, and the reflections to which 
they justly le<ad, at once with great brevity and with 
striking eft'ect. But it is also to be remarked that in 
the two great qualities of the historian he eminently 
excels — his diligence and his impartiality. To take an 
example of the former, we may observe that it would 
not be easy anywhere to find a more accurate account 
of the Council of Trent than in the 172nd chapter; 
and there are, in various other parts of the work, marks 
to be perceived of his having consulted even the least 
commonly-known writers and authorities for the m.a- 
terials of his narrative or subjects of his reflections. A 
testimony of the gre<atest value was, indeed, borne to his 
learning and accuracy by no less an authority than 
Robertson, himself the most faithful of historians, ac- 
cording to Gibbon’s description. Speaking of “that ex- 
traordinary man who'se genius no less enterprising than 
universal has attempted almost every species of literary 
comj)osition, in many excelled, and in all, save where 
he touches religion, is instructive and agreeable the 
great historian adds that had Volbiire only given his 
authorities, “ many of his readers who only consider 
him as an entertaining and lively writer, would have 
found that he is a learned and well-informed his- 
torian.” 

Voltaire in no part of his work disguises his peculiar 
opinions, but in none can he fairly be charged with 
making his representation of the facts bend to them. 
It would not be ea v to imagine subjects upon Av hich 
he was more likely to be warp' d by those cj)inions than 
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in relating the conduct of Luther and Calyin, in de- 
scribing Leo X. and the other Popes ; yet full justice 
is rendered to the character and the accomplishments of 
Leo, as well as to his coarse and repulsive antagonists : 
and with all the natural prejudice against a tyrannical 
Pontiff, a fiery zealot, and a gloomy religious perse- 
cutor, we find him praising the attractive parts of the 
Pope’s character, the amiable qualities of the apostle’s, 
and the rigid disinterestedness of the intolerant re- 
former’s, as warmly as if the former had never domi- 
neered in the Vatican, and the latter had not out- 
raged, the one all taste and decorum by his language, 
the other all humanity by his cruelty. 

But it is a merit of as high an order, and one which 
distinguishes all Voltaire’s historical writings, that he 
exercises an unremitting ciiution in receiving impro- 
bable relations, whether supported by the authority of 
particular historians or vouched by the general belief 
of mankind. Here his sagacity rfever fiiils him — here 
his scepticism is never hurtful. The admirable tract 
in which he assembled a large body of his critical 
doubts under the appropriate title of ‘ Jje Pyrrhonisme 
de I’Histoire,’ is only a concentrated sample of the 
bold spirit in which he examined all the startling nar- 
ratives to which our assent is so frequently asked, and 
which used, before the age of V oltaire, to be as unthink- 
ingly yielded. In the article ‘ History’ of the ‘ Encyclo- 
pedic,’ we find much of what i^ now the general faith 
upon the early history of Rome, but in those days was 
never dreamt of. The same unflinching boldness and 
the same unfailing acuteness pervade all the work of 
which we have now been discoursing. We may safely 
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affirm that no historical treatise was ever given ^to 
the world more full of solid and useful instruction. 
That there should have crept into the execution of 
so vast a design, perhaps the most magnificent that 
ever was conceived, errors of detail, is of no conse- 
quence whatever to its general usefulness, any more 
than the petty inequalities on the surface of a mirror 
are sufficient to destroy its reflecting, and, if concave, 
its magnifying j)ower ; because we read the book not 
for its minute details, but for its general views, and are 
not injured by these faults any more than the astro- 
nomer is ))y the irregularities of the speculum which 
might impede the course of an insect, as these inac- 
curacies might the study of one who was groj>ing for 
details when he should have been looking for great 
principles. But whoever has studied history as it 
ought to be studied, will confess his obligations to this 
work, holding himself indebted to it for the lamp by 
which the annals of the world are to be viewed. 

The example so happily set by the ‘ Essai’ was soon 
followed by the other great writers of the age. It had 
the most imj)ortant and salutary effect upon the great 
{era of historical composition which now opened. 
Hume’s first volume, ‘ The Stuarts from the Accession 
of James I. to the Death of Charles I./ had been published 
in 1754, and had contained a most {d>le appendix, 
giving a general account of the government, and man- 
ners, and condition of the country at James’s death. 
Whether he had seen the imperfect and partial copies 
of the ‘ Essai’ which had been surreptitiously printed as 
early as the winter of 1753, some months before his own 
was published, or the still more imperfect publications 
of many chapters in the ‘Mercure de France’ several 
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years earlier, we have no means of ascertaining. Voltaire 
himself, in a panegyrical notice of Hume’s plan (" Re- 
marques sur I’Essai No. 3,’ in vol. v. of the work, p. 
355), assumes that he had adopted his plan of writing 
history ; and, in fact, the ' Siecle de Louis XIV.,’ of 
which nearly one-fourth is written on the plan of 
Hume’s appendix, had been published as far back as 
1751, and was in such universal circulation as to have 
been repeatedly pirated. Rut there can be no doubt 
that Robertson’s celebrated view of society (forming 
the first volume of Charles V.) was suggested by the 
^Essai,’ for he intimates that the occasion for his 
work would have been superseded by the ' Essai ' had 
Voltiiire’s authorities for the facts been referred to. 
That Gibbon, Henry, Watson, Rulhieres, all adopted 
the new system is clear. 

On his other histories we need not dwell ; they are 
in every respect performances of an ordinary merit. 
The ‘Charles XII.’ is the best; the ‘Peter the 
Great ’ the worst. The former has the great merit of 
a clear, eciuabie, and interesting narrative, apparently 
collected from good sources, and given with imj)ar- 
tiality. '^I'he latter, beside its flimsy texture, was written 
in too close communication with the Russian court to 
be very trustworthy ; and it is not only glaringly par- 
tial on points which, while independent and unbiassed, 
he had treated with honesty, but it falls into the 
most vulgar errors on the rits of Peter’s proceed- 
ings.* The ‘ Siecle de IjOuisXIV.* holds a middle rank 


* A contemptuous denial of tlie charge of poisoning his son, and 
an elaborate vindication of the Czar’s conduct (part ii. cliap. 10), is 
at complete variance with the ‘ Anecdotes * previously published. 
He had also in his ‘ Charles XIT.,’ written in 1727, thirty years before 
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between the two, and it has some of the merits of the 
general or philosophical history. But how far it can 
be relied on for perfect fairness is another matter. 
He himself admits that it was necessary to write at a 
distance from France, a work which treated of men’s 
conduct whose near relations still lived in the society 
which he frequented at Paris. To what,” he asks, 
should I have been exposed at home ? Thirty diffe- 
rent correspondences even here have I been obliged to 
carry on after my first edition was published, allowing 
to the difficulty of satisfying the distant cousins of 
those whose history I had been relating.” But if any 
proof were wanting that his distance did not wholly 
protect him from bias — and, indeed, every one must see 
that he was likely to feel such motives if he did not 
mean his banishment from Paris to be perpetual — we 
have the evidence in such letters as that in which he 
complains that such a one is not satisfied, but has made 
remonstrances, and says that of another applicant’s 
ancestor he has not been able to sj)eak so favourably as 
was desired, but yet that he had gone a good deal out 
of his way to embellish them ( enjoliver) as was 

his correspondenco with the Empresses Elizabeth and Catherine, 
described tlie Czar as “ cutting oil' heads in a drunken debauch to 
show his dexterity ” (liv. i,). In botli tJie ‘ Charles XII.’ and 
‘ Peter I.’ we find nearly the same unaccountable credulity as to 
the wonders related of his studies — his learning watchmaking, sur- 
geiy (to be able to dress wounds in th ; field), handicrafts, mathe- 
matics — all at the same time; and V^oltaire, who would, in any other 
case, have been the first to ridicule these articles of popular belief, 
and to expose the folly of a sovereign learning such things to fit him 
for reigning, falls headlong into all the common errors on tliis sub- 
ject. Peter’s quarrels wilt; his clergy, and his subduing their autho- 
rity, had some hand in ) inducing si ^h errors by captivating Vol- 
taire^s esteCiQ ; but he adopts them fir more implicitly after his inter- 
course had begun with the Court of Petersburg!!. 
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desired * His admiration of Louis XIV. was no doubt 
very sincere, and it was not perhaps necessary, in the 
pursuit of court favour under his successor, to soften 
the harsher features of his character. Yet there is some 
partiality to him shown throughout the work. Thus 
the atrocious butchery and havoc in the Palatinate could 
not be passed over, and, if mentioned, must be blamed ; 
but the historian censures it as slightly as possible 
when he says, that at a distance, and in the midst of 
his pleasures, the king only saw an exercise of his 
power and his belligerent rights, while, had he been 
on the spot, he would only have seen the horrors of 
the spectiicle,” (Ch. xvi.) 

The best of the Romances are ‘ Zadig,’ one beautiful 
chapter of which our Parnell has versified and im- 
proved in his ‘ Hermit the ‘ Ingtmu and, above all, 

‘ Candide.’ Some are disposed to place this last at the 
head of all his works; and even Dr. Johnson, with all 
his extreme prejudices .against a Frenchman, an 
unbeliever, and a leveller, never spoke of it without 
unstinted admiration, professing that h.ad he seen it, 
he should not have written " Rasselas.’f It is indeed a 
most extraordinary performance ; and while it has such 


* Cor. Gen., iv. 113. — “ Je ne ferai pas certaincMnent de Valeri- 
court uri grand homine ; il otait oxcessivement iiieKliocre ; mais j’enjoli- 
verai son article pour vous plaire.” It appears (ib. 44) that his 
first publication was a most imperfect sketch, ami written wlien lie 
was witliout sidlicient materials, afterwards poured in from 

all quarters, and h(j extended the next eilition a third. Hut how 
much matter must have been sent to him of a more than susiiicious 
quality ! 

f There was an interval of several months, as my learned friend 
Mr. Croker has clearly ascertained, between the two works ; but 
Johnson had never seen ‘Candide' when he came by a singular coin- 
cidence on the very same ground. 
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a charm that its repeated perusal never wearies, we are 
left in doubt whether most to admire the plain, sound 
sense, above all cant, of some parts, or the rich fancy 
of others ; the singular felicity of the design for the 
purposes it is intended to serve, or the natural yet 
striking graces of the execution. The lightness of the 
touch with which all the effects are produced — the 
constant affluence of the most playful wit — the humour 
wherever it is wanted, abundant, and never overdone — 
the truth and accuracy of each blow that falls, always 
on the head of the right nail — the (juickness and yet 
the ease of the transitions — the lucid clearness of the 
language, jiure, simple, entirely natural — the perfect 
conciseness of diction as well as brevity of composition, 
so that there is not a line, or even a word, that seems 
ever to be superfluous, and a point, a single phrase, 
sometimes a single w'ord, produces the whole effect 
intended ; these are qualities that we shall in vain look 
for in any other w^ork of the same description, per- 
haps in any other work of fancy. That there is a cari- 
cature throughout, no one denies ; but the design is to 
caricature, and the doctrines ridiculed are themselves 
a gross and intolerable exaggeration. That there occur 
here and there irreverent expressions is o(jually true ; but 
that there is anything irreligious in the ridicule of a 
doctrine which is in itself directly at variance with all 
religion, at least with all the hopes of a future stab?, 
the most valuable ])ortion of every religious system, 
may most confidently be denied. We have already 
seen Voltaire’s sober and enlightened view of this 
subject in his moral j'oems, and those views agree with 
the opinions of the most piou.> Christians, as well as 
the most enlightene^i philosophers, who, unable to 
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doubt the existence of evil in this world, or to account 
for its inconsistency with the Divine goodness, await 
with patient resignation the light which will dawn 
upon them in another state of being, and by which all 
these difficulties will be explained.* 


The residence of Voltuire, first at the Delices, near 
Geneva, and, when the Calvinist metropolis obliged 
him to part with that place at a heavy loss, at Fer- 
ney within the French frontier, was for the remainder 
of his life far more tranquil and agreeable than during 
the more |)assionate and irritable period which pre- 
ceded. His literary occupation was as incessant as 
ever ; and, beside some of his lesser poems, the greater 
portion of his jdiilosophieal and critical works w^ere 
written during this latter time/|' His relaxation was 

* He appears to have disavowed this admirable work even more 
carefully than any of his far more cxcej)tionable i)rodnctions. 1 o 
his most familiar friends we find him exc(*CMlin^ all the fair limits of 
denial within which authors writing unonymously should confine 
themselves. To M. Vernes, pastor at Gemeva, with whom he was 
intimate, he w rites, J^‘li In enfin ‘ Candide il fant avoir perdu 
le sens pour m’attrilnier cette coionnerie ; j’ai, Dieu nierci ! derncil- 
Icurs occupations” (Cor. Gen., v. 229). To Thibouville he says, 
“ Jhii In enfin ce ^ Candide,’ dont vous m avez parle ; et plus il m’a 
fait lire, plus je suis fhche qu’oii me Tattribiu?” {ih, 2oH). Even 
to his confidant and tool Theiriot he says Dieu me t^arded’avoir 
eii la moindre part a cet ouvrai*c !” (//v. 258). 

f About tvventy-eij^ht of his woi • , ’)eside some of the romanees 
and some of the minor poems, were written and pnblislK'd after 
the year 1758; of the ‘ Dictionary,’ eight volumes; of the ‘ I’hilo- 
sophy’ all tlie six, ex(‘ept half a volume ; of the ‘ Melanges Litte- 
raires,’ more than one; of the ‘^Melanges llistonhpies,’ two; 

‘ Dialogues,’ two ; ‘ History d the Piuliameiits of Paris,’ one ; nearly 
all the volumes of ^ Faeeties all but lialf a volume of the three on 
‘ Politics and Legislation,’ including liis writings on tlie cases of 
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the society of his friends and the amusements of the 
stage, a small theatre being formed in the chateau, 
and his niece, and occasionally himself, acting in the 
different pieces represented. Madame Denis had some 
talents for the stage, but he greatly exaggerated her 
merit, and even amused Marmontel, who relates the 
anecdote in his ‘ Memoirs,’ with telling him on one oc- 
casion how much she had excelled Clairon. “ J’avoue,” 
says he, “ j’ai trouve cela un peu fort.” Voltaire him- 
self had very humble pretensions as an actor, .and 
laughs at himself, with much good humour, in his 
letters for these exhibitions. The (Jenevese purists 
were scandalised <at the near neighbourhood of private 
theatricals, but they occasionally formed part of the 
audience in spite of Rousseau’s exhortations .against 
the stage. They also visited Voltaire without scruple 
at Ferney. He kept a hospitable house, belitting his 
affluent circumstances and generous disposition ; he 
received strangers who were properly introduced, and 
it may well be imagined that the inexhaustible resources 
of his learning and his wit, as varied as it was original, 
gave extraordinary delight to his guests. He was fond 
of assisting persons in distress, but chiefly young persons 
of ability struggling with difficult circumstances : thus 
the niece of Corneille, left in a destitute condition, was 
invited, about the year 1760, to Ferney, where she 

Galas and Debarrc ; nearly the whole of the three volnines of 
‘Commentaries on Dramatic Works.’ Deside tlu‘So volumes tliere 
are eight or more thick volumes of his Correspondence ; and be.<ide 
finishing and correcting some of his other historical works, he wrote 
the ‘Peter the Great’ and the ‘Age of Louis XV.’ during the 
same last twenty years of ‘lis life ? sf» ‘hat he wrote forty voJuiim'S 
during that p'^riod of his old age. 
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remained for several years, and received her education. 
But, al)ove all, he was the protector of the oj^presscd, 
whether by })olitical or ecclesiastical tyranny. His 
fame rests on an imperishable foundation as a great 
writer — certainly the greatest of a highly polite and 
cultivated age; but these claims to our respect are 
mingled with sad regrets at the ])ernicious tendency 
of no small portion of his works. As the champion 
of injured virtue, the avenger of enormous public 
crimes, he claims a veneration which embalms his 
memory in the hearts of all good men ; and this j)art of 
liis character untarnished by any stain, enfeebled by 
no failing, is justly to be set up against the charges to 
which other passages of his story are exposed, redeeming 
those passages from the dislike or the contempt which 
they are calculated to inspire towards their author. 

During the winter of 1761-62, a scene of mingled 
judicial bigotry, ignorance, and cruelty was enacted in 
Languedoc, the account of which reached Fernery, 
where the unhap])y family of its victims sought refuge. 
A young man, twenty-eight years of age, J\Iarc 
Antoine Galas, the son of a respectable old Calvinist, 
was found dead, having, it appears, hanged himself. 
There arose a suspicion nearly amounting to insanity 
in the mind of a fanatical magistrate of the name of 
David, that the young man had been hanged by the 
father to prevent him from becoming a Catholic. 
There was another son ah early converted, and whom 
the father, so far from repudiating, supplied with a hand- 
some allowance. There was a visitor of tlui family, a 
youth of nineteen years old, present at the time when the 
murder was su]i{)Osed to have been committed ; as wenj 
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the mother and brothers of the deceased, all of whom 
must have concurred in the diabolical act. The father 
had for some time, beside his age of sixty-nine, been 
reduced to great weakness by a paralytic complaint. 
The deceased was one of the most powerful men in 
the country, and nearly six feet high. He was also of 
dissolute habits, involved in |jecuniary difficulties, and 
possessing and fond of reading books that defended 
suicide. Finally, it was cerhiinly known that the notion 
of his wishing to become a Catholic was a pure fiction, 
and that he h.id never given the leiist intimation of such 
a desire. In the face of all this, amounting to proof ot 
the magistrate’s fancy being an absolute impossibility, he 
ordered the whole family to be cast into prison together 
with the father, as accomjdices in the supposed murder. 
The populace immediately took up the subject thus sug- 
gested to them by authority, and considered the deceased 
as a martyr. The brotherhood of the AVhite Penitents 
(Voltaire says at the desire of the magistrate) cele- 
brated a mass for his soul, exhibiting his figure with 
a palm-branch in one hand as the emblem of martyr- 
dom, and a pen in the other, the instrument where- 
with, as was represented, he intended to have signed his 
recantation of Calvinism. A report was industriously 
spread abroad that the Protestants regard the murder 
of children by their parents as a duty when they are 
minded to abjure the reformed fi.ith ; but that, for the 
sake of greater certainty, and to prevent the escape of the 
convert, the sect assembles in a secret p^ace, and elects 
at stated times a public executioner to perform this 
office. The court before whom the case was brought. 


I 
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at first was disposed to put the whole family to the 
torture, never doubting that the murder would be 
confessed by one or other of them ; but they ended 
by only condemning the father to be broke alive upon 
the wheel. The Parliament of Toulouse, by a narrow 
majority, confirmed this atrocious sentence; and the 
wretched old man died in torments, declaring his per- 
fect innocence with his latest breath. The rest of the 
family were acquit.te<l — an absurdity the most glaring, 
inasmuch as they were all his accomplices of absolute 
necessity if he was guilty. 

Loaded with grief, and suffering under the additional 
pangs of their l)lasted reputation, the wretched family 
came to (iieneva, the head-(juarters of their sect, and 
immediately applied to Voltaire. He at once devoted 
himself to their defence, and to obtaining the reversal 
of jierhaps the most iniquitous sentence that ever a 
court professing or profaning the name of justice 
pronounced, lie was nobly .s(iConded by the Due de 
Choiseul, then Minister. The case was remitted to a 
Special (lourt of Judges apj)ointed to investigate the 
whole matter. The preparation of memorials, the 
examination of evidence, a long correspondence with 
the authorities, were not the philosopher’s only 
labours in this good cause : he revised all the pleadings 
of the advocates, made imj)ortant additions to them, 
and infused a spirit into the whole proceedings the 
fruit of his genius, and worrhy of his pious design. 
In 1705 the \lecree was reversed ; Calas w.'is declared 
innocent, and his memory restored {rchuhilite) ; and 
the Minister afford* id to tlie family an ample pecuniary 
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compensation, as far as any sum could repair such 
cruel wrongs.* This took place in the spring ot 
1766. The Parliament of Languedoc was, unfor- 
tuniitely, not compelled to recognise the justice of the 
act which reversed its decree, and it had the wretched 
meanness to refuse obstinately the only reparation it 
could make — indeed, the only step by which its own 
honour could be saved. 

When we hear consideral>le persons, as we used 
to hear Mr. Windham, argue from the cxam])le of 
the French tribunals that judicial places may safely 
be sold, let tlie case of Calas not be forgotten. 
No men who had risen to the liench by their pro- 
fessional talents ever could have joined the ferocious 
David in committing this judicial murder. For 
him a signal and a just retribution was reserved. 
The reversal of the sentence either stung him with 
remor.se, or, covering him with sbame, affected his 
reason, and he died soon alter in a mad-house. The 
ell'orts of N’oltairc, crowned with success, gained him 
universal a{>plause. Since the revocation of the Edict 
of Nantz, the Huguenots had never felt any security 
against persecution. They now felt that they had 
a champion etjually zealous, honest, and powerful. 
Indeed, the Z(‘al Avhich he displayed knew no rest ; 
his whole soul was in the cause. He was wont to say, 
that during the three years that the proceedings lasted 
he never smiled without feeling that he had com- 

* t3(>,0()0 francs was bestowed by the King*, on the represmt- 
ation of the Court which d seised the abuniiiiabJe sentence. (CEuv. 
de Pol. et Leg., i. 315.) 

I 2 
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mitted a crime. The country never forgot it When, 
during the last days of his life, in the spring of 1778, 
he was one day on the Pont Royal, and some person 
asked the name of “ that man whom the crowd 
followed?” — “ Ne savez vous pas” (answered a common 
woman) “ (juc c’est le sauveur des Galas ?” It is said 
that he was more touched with this simjde tribute to 
his fame than with all the adoration they lavished 
upon him.* 

About the same time with this memorable event of 
Galas, thert^ was an attempt made by the same fana- 
tical party in Languedoc to charge a respectable 
couple, of the name of Sirven, with the murder of 
their daughter, a young woman who had been con- 
fined in a monastery, under a lettre de cachet, obtained 
by the priests, and, having suffered from cruel treatment, 
and made her escape, was found in a well drowned. 
Sirven and his wife escaped upon hearing of the 
charge : he was sentenced to death par cmtumace ; 
she died upon the journey, and he took refuge in 
Geneva. Voltaire exerted himself as before ; and 
though it was necessary that the party should expose 
himself to the risk of an unjust condemnation by 
appearing to answer the accusation in the Court of 


* Some unreflecting person lias lately been endeavouring to 
reverse tlie public judgment in iavour of Galas and of Voltaire, by 
examining the records of the Courts in Languedoc ; and has pub- 
lished an assertion, that the original sentence on Galas was right. 
Was any one silly enough to suppose that these Courts would pre- 
serve any evidence of thi t own delinquency ? 
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Toulouse, so mucli were men’s minds improved since 
the former tragedy, that the great efforts of the advo- 
cates, acting under Voltaire’s instructions and with 
his help, succeeded in obtaining a complete acquittal. 

This happened in the year 1762. The year after 
another horrid tragedy was acted in the north, 
although here Voltaire’s great exertions failed in 
obtaining any justice against the overwhelming weight 
of the Parliament of Paris, which basely countenfinced 
the iniquity of the court below. A crucifix was found 
to have been insulted in the night, on the bridge of 
Abbeville. Two young men, D’Etallonde and the 
Chevalier La Jlarre, were accused of this offence on mere 
vague suspicion, by the spite of a tradesman who owed 
them some grudge. The former made his escape ; the 
latter, a youth of seventeen, and highly connected, ven- 
tured to stand his trial. .Other charges were coupled 
with the main accusation, all resolving themselves into 
alleged irreverent behaviour at taverns, and in other 
private societies. The court pronounced La Barre 
guilty, and sentenced him to sutler the rack, to have his 
tongue torn out, and then to be tadieaded. This infernal 
sentence was executed upon the miserable youth. The 
courage shown by V oltaire in exerting himself for La 
Barre was the more to lie admired, that one of the 
charges against the Chevalier was the having a work 
of his own in his possession, and treating it with 
peculiar veneration. This proved, however, to be a 
groundless suggestion. It Avas infinitely to Frederick’s 
honour, that when ^^oltaire asked his countenance 
and protection for tiie other young gentleman w'ho 
had fled and been condemned j ar contimuiee, he gave 
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him a company, promoted him as an engineer, settled 
a pension upon him, and afterwards made his fortune 
in the Prussian army.* 

It would be gratifying could we assert with truth, 
that the same love of liberty and justice marked every 
part of his conduct during the latter years of his 
illustrious life. One great e.xception is to be found in 
the correspondence with Frederick and the Empress 
Catherine of Russia, at the period of their execrable 
partition of Poland in 1772. He treats that foul 
crime not only with no reprobation, but even with 
flattering approval ; and, in one of his letters, he 
describes the Empress’s share in it as noble and use- 
ful, and consistent with strict justice. ’’"I' 

We have examined the history of his two celebrated 
quarrels, those with Frederick and Maupertuis ; and 
have now contemplated his humane and cluiritable exer- 
tion for the Galas, the Sirvens, and the La Barres : but 
his other quarrel reflects less honour on liim. His 
behaviour towards Rousseau cannot be said to do much 
credit either to his temper or his humanity. Rousseau, 
younger by eighteen years than Voltaire, and dazzled 


* In addition to the other atrocities of tins ciise, was tlie incom- 
petency of the Abbeville tribunal. Of the three judges, one was 
connected with the prosecutor ; another had quitted tlie profession 
and become a dealer in cattle, had a .^entenee against liiin, and was 
afterwards declared incapable of hohling any office. 

t See his verses about kings div wiiug tlieir cake (Cor. avec les 8ouv., 
ii. 92), and his rejoicing in having lived to see ‘‘ the great event ” 
(93). To Catherine he says, she has, by her “ parti noble et utile, 
rendu k chacun ce que chacun croit lui appartenir, en commen^ant 
par elle-raerne” ii. G18). Again he says, ‘‘ Le dernier acte de 
votre grande tnigddie parait bieii beau.’* (?/j. (>27.) 
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by his brilliant reputation, had paid him a court l)y no 
means niggardly, yet not subject to the charge of 
flattery. Voltsiire had returned his civilities, as was 
his wont, with good interest. Rousseau, on the Lisbon 
poem appearing, wrote an answer in a long, eloquent, 
and ill-reasoned letter to Voltaire, which he never 
made public, but it came into print by some accident 
yet unaccounted for. Volfciire had, in a note, half 
jocose and quite kind, declined the controversy, as he 
had before declined to discuss the beneiits of civilization 
and learning with the same antagonist. Rousseau had, 
previously to the letter appearing, written an attack 
upon the I’heatre, and was supposed by Voltaire to have 
stirred up the people of Geneva against him, j)artly on 
that account, and partly because of his infidel o])inions. 
Rousseau now, in 1760, addressed a letter to him full 
of bitter complaints, laying to his door the mortil 
destruction, as he calls it, of Geneva (meaning by the 
Ferney theatricals), his own proscription there, and 
his banishment from his native country, rendered 
insupportable by the neighbourhood’of Ferney (Con- 
fessions, Part ii., book x.). To this letter Voltaire very 
properly returned no answer ; he treats it as the 
effusion of a distempered mind, in all the allusions to 
it which we find among his letters. Rut he always 
asserted, that the charge of injuring the writer of it 
was so fiir from being well founded, that he had 
uniformly supported him among his bigoted country- 
men. Be this as it may, we find ever after the most 
unmeasured and unmerciful abuse of Rousseau as often 
as he is mentioned ; and the dull but malignant poem 
‘ Guerre civile de Geneve,’ coin, ins a more fierce and 
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cruel attack upon this poor man than is to be found 
upon any other person in that or any of Voltaire’s 
satires. It is not to be forgotten that the constant 
undervaluing of Rousseau’s genius can scarcely be 
ascribed to anything but jealousy, if not of his talents, 
yet of his success. He can see no merit whatever in 
any of these writings, except the ‘ Profession de Foi,’ 
in the ‘ Emile and of that he only speaks as an excep- 
tion to their general worthlessness ; whereas we know 
that he felt the greatest jealousy of the courage which 
it displayed in attacking religion openly, while he 
had himself never ventured upon any but covert, anony- 
mous assaults, always disavowed as soon as repelled or 
reprobated. Rousseau’s conduct towards Voltaire was 
a great contrast to this. To the end of his life he 
avowed the most unrestrained admiration of that great 
genius ; he subscribed to his statue erected at Lyons — 
an act which Voltaire wsis silly enough to resent, 
affecting to think that the Due de Choiseul, whose 
name was at the head of the subscription, might not 
like being in sucli company. Finally, when ‘ Irene,’ 
his last composition, was represented a few weeks 
before his death, Rousseau generously declared, on some 
one mentioning the decline of genius which it indicated, 
that it would be equally inhuman and ungrateful in 
the public to observe such a thing, even if it were un- 
questionably true. 

That the genius of tlie poet had in some degree 
suffered by the lapse of so many years, who (%an doubt ? 
Yet the ‘ Ir^ne,’ finished two months before his death, 
and the ‘ Agathocles,’ which he had not finished when 
he died, contain passages <»f great splendour and beauty ; 



VOLTAIBE. 


121 


nor was there ever, it may truly be asserted, a poet at 
the age of eighty-four cajmble of so signal an exertion. 
It is, indeed, only one of the many proofs which remain 
of the inextinguishable activity of his great mind. He 
added a passage to the introductory chapters of his 
* Louis XIV.,’ which shows that it was written a few 
weeks before his decease, for it gives an account of 
Hook’s publication which appeared in 1778.* 

After an absence of above seven and twenty years 
he revisited Paris with his niece, who, at the beginning 
of 1778, wished to accompany thither a young lady, 
recently married to M. Vilette. Voltaire had just 
finished ‘ Irene,’ and had a desire to see its represen- 
tation. The reception he met with in every quarter 
was enthusiastic. He had outlived all his enemies, 
all his detractors, all his quarrels. The Academy, 
which had, under the influence of court intrigues, now 
long forgotten, delayed his admission till his fifty- 
second year, seemed now anxious to repair its fault, 
and received him with honours due rather to the gretit 
chief than to a fellow-citizen in the commonwealth of 
letters. All that was most eminent in station or most 
distinguished in talents — all that most shone in 
society or most ruled at court, seemed to bend before 
him. The homage of every class and of every rank 
was tendered to him, and it seemed as if one universal 
feeling prevailed, the desire of having it hereafter to 
say — “ I saw Voltaire.” But, in a j)eculiar manner, 
his triumphant return was celebrated at the theatre. 
Present at the third night of ‘ Irene,’ all eyes ■'vere 


* Siecle ciu Louis X'V., i. p. 25. 
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turned from the stage to the poet, whose looks, not 
those of the actors, were watched from the rising to 
the falling of the curtain. Then his bust was seen 
on the stage ; it was crowned with cha])lets, amidst the 
shouts and the tears of the audience. He left the 
house, and hundreds pressed forward to iiid his feeble 
steps as he retired to his carriage. No one was sufl’ered 
to sustain him above an instjint — all must enjoy the 
honour of having once supj>orted Voltaire’s arm. 
Countless multitudes attended him to his apartments, 
and as he entered they knelt to kiss his garments. 
The cries of “ V^itie 'jUaire !" “ f^ive la Henriade !" 
“ f^ive Zaire !" rent the air. The aged poet’s heart 
was moved with tenderness. “Onveut” (he feebly 
cried) — “ on veut me faire mourir de plaisir ! On 
m’etouffe de roses!” 

Franklin was in Paris on Voltaire’s arrival, as envoy 
from the revolted colonies, and was soon presented to 
him. Voltaire had long ceased to s|)eak our language, 
but he for some time made tlie attempt, and added, 
“ Je n’ai pu resister au desir de ])arler un moment la 
langue de M. Franklin.” The philosopher presented 
his grandson, and asked a blessing : “ (iod and liljerty,” 
said Voltaire, “is the only one fitting for Franklin’s 
children.” These two great, men met again at a public 
sitting of the Academy, and when they took their 
places side by side, and shook hands together, a 
burst of applause involunLirily rose from the whole 
assembly. 

Huring his short stay at Paris Voltaire showed his 
unwearied activity of mind, increased, if possible, by 
the transports with which his fellow-citizens every- 
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where received him. He planned an antidote to the 
errors which the admitted probity as well as the rare 
opportunities of the Due de St. Simon were calculated 
to propagate in his ‘Memoirs,’ still kept secret, but 
destined soon to see the light. He worked at his 
‘ Agathocles he corrected many parts of his historical 
works; and he prevailed upon the Aead6mie Fran- 
§aise to prepare its ‘ Dictionary ’ upon the novel 
plan of following each word in the diflerent senses 
given it at successive j)eriods, and illustrating each 
by choice passages from contemporary authors. 
He proposed that each academician should take a 
letter, and he began himself strenuously to work upon 
letter A. These labours, and the excitement of the 
reception at the theatre, proved too much for his 
remaining strength, and he was seized with a spitting 
of blood. A new exertion, made in the hope of obvi- 
ating certain objections taken at the Academy to his 
plan of the ‘ Dictionary,’ brought on sleeplessness, 
and he took opium in too considerable doses. Con- 
dorcet says that a servant mistook one of the doses, 
and that the mistake was the immediate cause of his 
death, which hap[)ened on the 30th of May, 1778. 
He was in the eighty-tifth year of his age. 

We have preserved, and in his own hand, the few 
lines he wrote to Lally Tolendal, four days before 
his death, that he died haj)py, on hearing the reversal 
of the iniquitous sentence against his father, in whose 
cause he had exerted himself twelve years before with 
his wonted zeal and perseverance. Some very good 
verses, addressed ten days before to the Abbe de I’At- 
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teignant, in the same measure in which he had written 
some verses to Voltaire, attest the extraordinary vigour 
in which his faculties remained to the last* 

While in his last illness the clergy had come round 
him ; and as all the philosophers of that period appear 
to have felt particularly anxious that no public stigma 
should be cast upon them by a refusal of Christian 
burial, they persuaded him to undergo confession and 
absolution. He had a few weeks before submitted to 
this ceremony, and professed to die in the Catholic 
faith, in which he was born — a ceremony which M, 
Condorcct may well say gave less edification to the 
devout than it did scandal to the free-thinkers. The 
cur6 (rector) of St. Sulpice had, on this being related, 
made inquiry, and found the formula too general ; he 
required the Abbe Gauthier, who had performed the 
office, to insist upon a more detailed profession of faith, 
else he should withhold the burial certificate. A\'^hile 
this dispute Wfis going on, the dying man recovered, 
and put an end to it. On what ])roved his real death- 
bed, the cure came and insisted on a full confession. 
V'^hen the dying man had gone a certain length, he 
was required to subscribe to the doctrine of our Sa- 
viour’s divinity. This roused his indignation, and he 
gave vent to it in an exclamation which at once put 
to flight all the doubts of the pious, and reconciled the 
infidels to their patriarch. The certificate was refused, 
and he was buried in a soiuewliat clandestine, certeinly 
a hasty manner, at the monastery of Scellieres, of 


• Cor. Gen., xi. 627, 628. 
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which his nephew was abbot. The bishop of the 
diocese (Troyes) hearing of the abba’s intention, dis- 
j)atched a positive prohibition ; but it arrived the day 
after the ceremony had hiken place. 

The notion which some have taken that Voltaire 
was ignorant of, or at least imperfectly acquainted with 
the English language, and into which an accomplished 
though somewhat prejudiced critic has among others 
been betrayed, is purely fanciful : he had as thorough 
a knowledge of it as could be acquired by a foreigner ; 
piirhaps a greater familiarity and easier use of it than 
any other ever had. He wrote it with ease, and with 
perfect correctness, in the earlier part of his life, hardly 
making any mistakes — certainly none which a little care 
would not have prevented. I have lately seen a letter 
of his, thanking an author for the present of his book, 
probably Sir H. Sloane; and there is but one word, 
lectors for readers, wrong ; nor is there the very least 
restraint in the style, which is also quite idiomatic, as 
when he s[)eaks of his “ crazy constitution.” Ills for 
maux, meaning compbiints, has the authority of Shak- 
speare, if indeed any authority were required to justify 
this use of the word. The Gallicism or mistake of lectors 
jiroves that he himself wrote this letter, and sent it with- 
out any one revisingit. While visiting England, in 1727, 
he published an essay on the ‘ Civil Wars of France,’ 
w’ith remarks on the ‘ Epic Poetry of all Ages,’ — a small 
octavo, or large duodecimo volume, intended to illus- 
trate the ‘ Henriade,’ of which, as has been observed, 
an edition was published at that time by subscription. 
The English is perfec' iy correct, and the diction quite 
easy and natural. There is a copy in the Hritish Mu- 
seum, with these words on the title-page, in his own 
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hand — To Sir Hanslone (Hans Sloane), from his 
obedient servant, Voltaire.” In his latter years he 
spoke English with great difficulty, and seldom at- 
tempted it ; but that he retained his familiarity with 
the language, and could easily write it, we have the 
clearest evidence in two excellent lines which he 
wrote when in his eightieth year to Dr. Cradock, who 
had sent him a copy of his drama, ‘ Zobeide,’ chiefly 
borrowed from Voltaire’s ‘ Scythes — 

‘‘ Tlianks to your muse, a foreign copper shines, 

Turn’d into gold, an<I coin’d in sterling lines.” 

Nor is our jidiniration of this facility of English dic- 
tion lessened by the consideration that the idea is in 
some degree imitated from Roscommon. H. Walpole 
has indeed said, with a gross exaggeration, respecting his 
letter to Lord Lyttelton, that not one word of it is 
tolerable English ; but he may late in life have lost 
the facility of writing in a language not ac(|uired while 
a child, as we know that both with Lord Loughborough 
and Lord Erskine the Scottish accent returned in old 
age, though they had got entirely rid of it during the 
middle j>eriod of life. 

After the details of liis life, and the full considera- 
tion of his various works, it would l)e a very super- 
fluous task to attempt summing up the character of 
Voltaire, either as regards his intellectual or his moral 
qualities. The judgment to be pronounced on these 
must depend upon the details of fact and the particular 
opinions already given, and no general reflections 
could alter the impression wliich these must already 
have produced. 

One part only of his composition has had no place, 
and derived no illustration from the preceding pages — 
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his convivial qualities, or collocjuial powers. These 
are on all hands represented as having been admirable, 
lie was of a humour peculiarly gay and lively ; he 
had no impatience of tem|)er in society ; his irritability 
was reserved for the closet, and his gall flowed only 
through the pen. Then his vast information on all 
subjects, and his ready wit, never failing, but never 
tiring, added to his having none of the fastidious taste 
which prevents many great men from enjoying the 
humours of society themselves, while it casts a damp 
and a shade over the cheerful hours of others — all 
must have conspired to render his company a treat of 
the highest order, llis odd and unexpected turns 
gave his wit a zest that probably never belonged to 
any other man’s. His writings give us some taste of 
this ; and there .are anecdotes on record, or at least 
preserved by tradition, of jokes of which they who read 
his works at once recognise him as the author. When 
the Dijon academicians presented him with the place 
of an honorary member, observing that t’aeir academy 
was a daughter of the Parisian body — “ Eh ! oui 
said he, “eh! et une bonne lille, je vous en reponds, 
qui ne fera jamais parler d’elle.’’ — When at some family 
party the guests were passing the evening in telling 
stories of robbers, and it came to his turn — “ Once 
upon a time (he began) — Jadis, il y avoit, un fermier- 
general ma foi. Messieurs, j'ai oublie le reste.” 

When St. Ange, who plumed himself on the refined 
delicacy of his flattery, said, on arriving at Ferney, 
“ To-day 1 have seen Homer ; to-morrow I shall see 
Sophocles and Eurijudes, then Tacitus, then Livy 
“ Ah ! Monsieur,” said his ancient host, alarmed at the 
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outline of a long visit, which he seemed fated to see 
filled up, “ Ah, Monsieur ! je suis hoxTiblement vieux. 
Ne pourriez vous pas tacher les voir tous le inenie jour ?” 
The sketch probably was left unfinished by this inter- 
ruption. So when an English traveller who had been 
to see Haller, heard Voltaire sj)eak loudly in his praise, 
and expressed admiration of this candour, saying 
Haller spoke not so well of him ; “ITelas!” was the ad- 
mirable answer, “ il se pent bien que nous avons tort, tous 
les deux.” A graver rebuke was administered by him 
to an old lady who expressed her horror at finding 
herself under the same roof with a declared enemy of 
the Suj>reme Being, as .she was pleased to term Vol- 
biire : — “ Sachez, madame, ([ue j’ai dit plus de bien de 
Bieu dans un seul de ines vers (pie vous n’en j)enserez de 
votre etre.” 

A striking picture of his powers of conversation is 
given by Goldsmith, who passed an evening in his 
comjiany about the year 1754. He describes it, after 
saying generally that no man whom he had ever stien 
exceeded him ; and Goldsmith had lived with the most 
famous wits of the world, especially of his own country — 
with Burke, Windham, Johnson, Beauclerk, Fox. 
There arose a dispute in the party u])on tlu; English 
taste and literature. Diderot was the first to join 
battle with Fontenelle, who defeated him esisily, the 
knowledge of the former being very limited on the 
subject of the controversy. “ Voltaire,” says Gold- 
smith, “ remained silent and passive for a long while, 
as if he wished to liear no pirt in the argument which 
was going on. A< last, alniut midnight, he began, and 
spoke for nearly three hours, but in a manner not to 
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be forgotten — liis whole frame was animated — what 
elo([uence, mixed with spirit — the finest strokes of 
raillery — the greatest elegance of language — the 
utmost sensibility of manner ! Never was I so much 
charmed, nor ever was so absolute a victory as he 
gained.”* 

To enter further on any general description, when 
all the particulars have been gone over, would be absurd. 
It is, however, fit to remark that the odium which has 
cast a shadow on a name that must otherwise have 
shone forth with pure and surpassing lustre, is partly 
at least owing to the little care taken to conceal his 
unpopular opinions, which is no sufficient ground of 
blame. Hut in j)art, it is owing to that which is exceed- 
ingly Idameable, the unsparing liitterness of his invective 
on all the honest ])rejudices (as even he must have 
deemed them) of believers, and the unceasing ribaldry 
of his attacks on those opinions, which, ivhether he 
tliought them true or not, had at any rate the sanction 
of ages, the sin)port of estaldished institutions, and the 
cordial assent of the vast majority of mankind. The 
last twenty years of his life were devoted to a constant 
warfare with these sentiments. Had he confined him- 
self to discussion, had he only brought the resources 
of his universal learning and acute reasoning to bear 
upon the religious belief of his contemporaries, no one 
would have had a right to complain, and no rational 
Christian would ever have complained, if the twenty 
volumes which he thus wrote had been multiplied 
tweni y fold, or even so as “ that all the earth could not 


* Pilor’s Edition of O. Gold&mith’s Works, iii. 223. 
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have held the books which should have been written/* 
But there is a per])etual appeal from the calm reason of 
the reflecting few to the laugh of the thoughtless many ; 
a substitution often, generally an addition, of sneer, 
and gibe, and coarse ridicule, to argumentation; a 
determination to cry down and laugh down the dogmas 
which, with his learning and his reason, he was also 
assaulting in lawful combat. And the consequence 
has been, that although nothing can be more inaccurate 
than the notion that he never argues, never produces 
any proofs which make their appeal to the understand- 
ing, yet he passes with tlie bulk of mankind for a profane 
scoftcr, and little more. The belief of D’Ahnnbert 
was exactly the same with his own ; he has left 
abundaiKHi of letters which show that he had as much 
zeal against religion as his master, and entered with 
as much delii^ht into all his endless ril)aldrv at the' 
expense of the faith and the faithful;^ but becauscj he 
never puldicly joined in the assault, we find even those 
who most thoroughly knew his opinions, nay, bishops 
themselves, concurring in the chant of his |>raises,as the 

^ See especially sucli letters os tliat in wliicli lie speaks of the 
‘ Dictionnaire Vhilosopliique,’ calling it the Dictionnaire de Satan : 
— Si j’avuisiles conuaissances ariinprinierie de Ihdzebuth, je mVni- 
presserai de m’en procurer un exemplaire ; car cettc? lecture m’a fait 
nn plaisir de tons It^ diables.’' He says he has swallowed if, 
“ Gloutonriement, en nietlunt les iiiurceaux eri double and adds — 

Assurenient si Tautcur va .ia.is bs etals de celui (jui a fait imi)ri- 
mer cot ouv rage infernal, il sera aa moins son premier ministre : per- 
sonne ne lui a rendu des.s(Tvioes jdus iniportans.” (Cor. d’AI., 274.) 
The flippancy of this work, which threw D’Alembert into such rap- 
tures, is iHiavly er|ual to its great kiarning and ability. Thus, vol. vi. 
p. 274 : — ‘ lion jour, moii ami Job ! tu es un des plus grands oii- 
ginaux,” <&c. &c. 
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most inoffensive, and even moral of men ; while Voltaire, 
who never said worse than D’Alembert freely but pri- 
vately wrote, raises in their minds the idea of an ema- 
nation from the father of all evil. It may be hard to 
define the bounds which should contain the free dis- 
cussion of sacred subjects. Those who are the most 
firmly convinced of religious truth are, generally speak- 
ing, the most careless to what extent the liberty of as- 
sailing it, in examining its grounds, shall l)e carried ; 
but without attempting to lay down any such rule, 
we may safely admit that Voltaire offended, and 
offended grievously, by the manner in which he de- 
voted himself to crying down the sacred things of his 
country, whether we regard the interests of society at 
large, or the interests of the particular system which 
he desired to establish. 

But though it would be exceedingly wrong to pass 
over this great and prevailing fault without severe re- 
probation, it would be ecjually unjust, nay, \ingrateful, 
ever to forgot the immense obligations under which 
Voltaire has laid mankind by his writ ings, the pleasure 
derived from his fancy and his wit, the amusement 
which his singular and original humour bestows, even 
tlie copious instruction with which his historical 
works are pregnant, and the vast improvement in the 
manner of writing history which we owe to him. Yet 
great as these services are — among the greatest tliat 
can be rendered l>y a man of letters — they are really of 
far inferior value to the benefits which have resulted 
from his long and arduous struggle against oppression, 
evSpecially against tyranny in the worst form which it 
caiiassume^ the persecution of opinion, the ijifractionot 
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tile sacred right to exercise the reason u|>on all sul)jects, 
unfettered by ])rejudice, uncontrolled by authority, 
whether of great names or of temporal power. That 
he combated many important truths which he found 
enveloped in a cloud of errors, and could not patiently 
sift, so as to separate the right from the wrong, is un- 
deniably true ; that he carried on his conflict, whether 
with error or with truth, in an offensive manner, and 
by the us(* of unlawful weapons, has been freely ad- 
mitted. But we owe to him the habit of scrutinizing, 
both in sacred matters and in profane, the merits of 
whatever is presented for our belief, of examining 
boldly the foundations of received opinions, of making 
probability a ])art of the consideration in all that is re- 
lated, of calling in plain reason and common sense to 
assist ill our councils when grave matters are under dis- 
cussion ; nor can any one since the days of Luther be 
named, to whom the spirit of free inquiry, nay, the 
emancipation of the human mind from spiritual ty- 
ranny, owes a more lasting debt of gratitude. No one 
lieyoiid the jiale of the Uomish church ever denies his 
obligation to the great Reformer, whom he thanks and 
all l>ut reveres for having broken the chains of her 
spiritual thraldom. All his coarseness, all his low 
ribaldry, all that makes the reading of his works in 
many places disgusting, in not a few offensive to com- 
mon decency,^ and even to the decorum proper to the 

* See jiarticularly liis abominable sermon at Wittenberg, on mar- 
riage, actually preaclie<l, and of so immoral a tendency, as well as 
couched in such indelicate language, that it can only be referred to 
without translation, b^ Bishop Bo.ssuet and others ; also his ‘ Table- 
talk/ in those parts where he treats of women, and describes with 
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handling of pious topics, all his assaults upon things 
which should have been sacred from rude touch, as 
well as his adherence with unrestrained zeal to some 
of the most erroneous tenets of the Romish faith — all 
are forgiven, nay, forgotten, in contemplating the man 
of whom we can say “He broke our chains.’* Un- 
happily the bad parts of Voltaire's writings are not 
only placed as it were in a setting by the graces of 
his style, so that we unwillingly cast them aside, but 
embalmed for conservation in the spirit of his immor- 
tal wit. But if ever the time shall arrive when men, 
intent solely on graver matters, and bending tlieir 
whole minds to things of solid importance, shall be 
careless of such light accomplishments, and the writ- 
ings which now have so great a relish, more or less 
openly tasted, shall pass into oldivion, then the im- 
pression which thk great genius has left will remain ; 
and while his faililigs are forgotten, and the influen(‘e 
of his faults ^rrected, the world, wiser and better 
l)ecause he lived, will continue still to celebrate his 
name.* 


ribaldry the most fdtliy Iiis conflicts against the devil. Nothing in 
l\abolais is more coarse. Indeed these are passages unexampled in any 
printed book ; but the original sermon must be consul te<l, tor no 
translator vvould soil his page with them, and accordingly Audin 
and others give them only by allusion and circumlocution. ‘ Titzen- 
llcdc,' p. 306 aiul 464, must itself be losorted to if we would see 
how the great Reformer wrote and spoke, llis allowing the Land- 
grave of Hesse to marry a second wife while the first was living, 
and the grounds of the permission, are well known ; and the atter.pt 
to deny this passage of his life is an entire failure. 

* The edition of Voltai”*: referred to in this ‘ Life’ is that of 
Baudouin, at Paris, lS2Hj in ’io volimi* 
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APPENDIX I. 


It would be improper to dismiss the subject of Voltaire >vith- 
out adverting to the somewhat ambitious work wliich Condorcct 
has written under the somewhat inaccurate title of his ^ Life/ 
This is a defence and panegyric throughout; no admission of 
blame, or even error, is ever made ; and there is a scorn of all 
details, facts, dates, which takes from the book its whole value 
as a biographical, while its unremitting partiality deprives it 
of all mez'it as a philosophical com^zosition. Considering the 
importance of the subject, and the resources of the writer for 
either recording facts or giving a commentary, it may safely 
be asserted that there is no greater failure than this work, 
appealed to as it so often is, out of mere deference to the 
respectable name it bears. Condorcet was a man of science, 
no doubt, a good mathematician ; but he was in other respects 
of a middling understanding and violc)it feelings. In the 
revolution they called him le moutoi; enrage,” by way of 
describing his feeble fury, lie belonged"''4f\ the class of lite- 
rary men in France whose intolerance was im?ly equal to that 
of their pious adversaries — those denouncing as superstition all 
belief, these holdi’ig all doubt to be impious. Rather ena- 
moured of Voltaire’s irrcligion than dazzled with his wit or 
his fine sense, he makes no distinction between his good and 
his bad writings in point of moral worth, nor indeed ever 
seems to admit that in point of merit one is or can be inferior 
to another. AVitness his panegyric oi die ^Pucelle,’ which, 
after some passages were erased, he pronounces to be “ a work 
for which the author of " Mahomet’ and ‘ Louis XIV.’ had no 
longer any reason to blush” (Vie de Voltaire, 100). His 
credulity on material things is at least equal to his unbelief on 
spiritual. He gravely relates that hopes were held out from 
the court of Madame de Pompadour of a cardinals hat for 
Voltaire when he was instructed to translate some psalms, a 
task which he performed with such admirable address, though 
in perfect good faith, that they excited a general horror, and 
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were condemned to be bui'nt. It is none of the least absurd 
parts of Condorcet’s work, that he, being so well versed in 
physical and mathematical science, passes without any parti- 
cular observation the writings of Voltaire on physical subjects, 
when he was so competent to pronounce an opinion upon their 
merits. But the strangest part of the matter is, that the au- 
thor of Voltaire’s ‘Life* should a])parently never have read 
his voluminous and various correspondence, from which 
alone the real materials for such a work are to be obtained. 
He might as Avell have undertaken the ‘ Life ’ of Rousseau 
without reading the ‘ Confessions.’ 

The publication in 1820 of Madame do Grafigny’s ‘ Letters/ 
while residing for six months at Ciroy, entitled, not accurately, 
‘Vic privee de Voltaire et de Madame clu Chatelet,’ adds 
some curious particulars to our former knowledge of Madame 
du Chatelct and of her household, always supposing that 'vve 
can entirely rely on the testimony of a woman >vhosc own 
rhariictpi;.was very far from respectable, and who professedly 
acted the very unworthy part of an caves* dropper for so con- 
siderable a time, j^^ading only as her excuse the extreme 
penury from which me hospitality that she violated afforded 
her a shelter. oltaire’s character it casts no new light 

whatever, excej^ that it tends to raise our admiration of his 
talents, if that be possible, and also of his kindly disposition. 
Of Madame du Chatelet it gives a far less amiable pictuie. 


APPENDIX II. 


I HAVE been favoijrcd, by the great kindness of Mr. Stanford, 
F.R.S., with part of a scries of letters which Voltaire utoIc 
to the Duchess Louisa of Saxe Gotha, grandmother of the 
late Duke, and of which his Serene Highness was graciously 
pleased to allow liim to make a copy. By Mr. Stanford’s per- 
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mission I am enabled to add some of them; and I have 
selected the six following, which arc now for the first time 
made public. They will be found very interesting. 

No. I. 

Madame, A Swetzingen, ])ros tie Manhcim, 1754. 

Je m’approche du midy a pas Icnts en regrettant cette 
Turinge que votre Altesse S&miissimc cmbclissait a mes yeux, 
et on ellc faisait iiaitre dc si beau jours, qu'il scmblc quo vos 
bontez aient donne : j’ai troimHi la cour de Manhcim une 
image de ces bontez, doiit j^ii etc comble a Gotha : cola ne sert 
([u’a redoubler mes regrets ; jc les porterai partout. Ilfaut enfin 
aller a Plombiercs suivant les ordres des medccins et des rois, 
deux cspeces ties respectables, avec lesquelles on pretend 
que la vie huinainc est quelqucfois en danger ; mais je supplie 
votre Altesse Serenissime dc considm-er combien jo luy suis 
fidele : il n’y a point d’ancien chevalier errant nvrl -Qi^ von- 
stamment tonu sa promesse. J’ai achove Charles Quint tantot 
a Maycnce, tantot a Rraiihcim ; j^ai etc juitqifau ChimisteKo- 
dolphe Second ; j’ai songe dc cour en cohr, dc cabaret on ca- 
baret, quo j ’avals des ordres de ISIadafei. la Ducliossc dc 
Gotlia ; je voiage avec des livres comme^tes heroines dc 
roman voiagcaient avec des diamants et du lingc sale ; jc 
trouverai a Strasbourg des secours pour achever ce que mou 
obcissancc a vos ordres a commence* ; muis, INIadamc, qu’il sera 
dur de vous obclr dc si loin ! 

Je nc ferai jamais qu’une seulo pricre a Dicu : jc luy diray, 
Donnez moy la sante; pour quo je re tour ne a Gotha. Je me 
flatte que la Grande INlaitrcssc des Gu urs me conserve tou- 
jours ses bontez ; qu’elle me proti’gc toujours aupres dc 
votre Altesse Serenissime. Je me mots a vos pieds, Madame, 
avec quarantc Enqjcreurs, preferant assurement la vie heu- 
reuse de Gotha a luutcs !eurs awntures. Jc serai attache le 
restt de ma vie a votre Altesse Serenissime, avec Ic plus 
profond respect, et uiic reconnaissance inalterable. Permettez 
moy, Madame, de presenter les mcme sentimens d Mon- 
seigneur lo Due et a votre augusto famille. 


V. 
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No. II. 


Madame, a Colmar, 30 Juillct, 1764. 

. . . . Ce que votre Altessc Serenissime me dit d’une certainc 
pcrsonne* qui se sert du mot dc “ rappcler ” ne me convient 
gueres ; ce ii’est qu’aupres dc vous, Madame, que jc peuve 
jamais ctre appcle par mon ccrur ; il est vray que c’cst la ce 
qui m’avait conduit aupres de la porsonnc cn question ; jc luy 
ay sacrifie mon temps et nia fortune ; jeluy ay servi de maitre 
pendant trois ans ; je luy ay donne dcs Icfjons de bouchc et 
X')ar ecrit tous Ics jours dans les choses de mon metier. Un 
Tartare, un Arabc du desert, ne m’auroit pas donne unc si 
cruellc recompense. INIa pauvre niece, qui cst cncor maladc 
des atrocitez qu ellc a cssuiecs, cst un temoignage bien funcste 
centre luy. II cst inoui qu on ait jamais traitte ainsi la fille d’un 
gentilhomme, et la veuve d’un gentilhomme, d’un officier des 
'Stnnees du Roy dc France; et j’ose Ic dire une femme ties re- 
spe^CaWt! \\iiv I'H^iiemc, et qui a dans T Europe des amis. Si 
Ic Roy de rruss(^>connaissait la veritable gloirc, il aurait 
repare I’action infamcVu’on a faittc en son nom. Jc demande 
pardonne a votre A^sse Serenissime de luy parler de cette 
tristc affaire ; ma^^ bonte qu’ellc a dc s’intiu'csser au sort de 
ma niece me rdppelle tout ce qu cllo a soufert. Je in ima- 
gine ([ue votre Altessc Serenissime cst actucllemcnt duns son 
palais d’Altcmbourg avee Monseigneur et les princes ses en- 
fans : jc me mets a vos pieds et aux leurs. 

On m’a eiivoye de Berlin une relation moitie vers et moitie 
prose du voyage de Maupertuis et d’un nomme Cogolin : ce 
n’est pas un clief-d'ccuvre. 

Recevez, Madame, mes profonds respects et ma vive recon- 
naissance. V. 


No. III. 

Madame, ax Drlices, Aout, 1758. 

L'optimismc ct Ic tout cst bien rccoivent cn Suede dc 
tcrriblcs echccs ; on sc bat sur nier, on se menace sur terre ; 


♦ FrcHlerick II. 
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heureuse encor un fois la terre promise dc Gotha, ou Ton cst 
tranquille et heureux sous les auspices de votre Altesse 
Serenissime. EUe a done lu les lettres dc cette femme sin- 
guliere, veuve d’un poete burlesque et d’un grand Roy, 
qui naquit Protestante, et qui contribua a la revocation de 
I’Edit de Nantes ; qui fut devote, et qui fit Tamour. Je ne sqais, 
Madame, si vous aurez trouve beaucoup de lettres intercs- 
santes. A I’^gard dcs memoircs de La Beaumclle, e’est Pouvrage 
d’un imposteur insense, qui a quelque fois de Tesprit, mais qui 
en a toujours mal-a-propos ; ses calomnics viennent dc Ic laire 
enfermer a la Bastille pour la scconde fois : e’etait un chien 
enrage qu’on ne pouvoit plus laisser dans les rues : e’est une 
etrange fatalite quo ce soit un pareil hoinme qui ait etc 
cause dc ce qu’on appelle mon malheur a la cour de Berlin. 
Pour moy, Madame, je ne connais d’autre malheur que d'etre 
loin de votre Altesse Serenissime. On cst grand nouvelistc 
dans le pays que j’habite. On pretend qu'il y a dans une partic 
de PAllemagne des orages prets a crever: heur«vf?r?'^nHis 
sont loin de vos itats. Je n’ose, Madame ^Vuus demander si 
votre Altesse Sertmissime pense qu’il y ait guerre cette annec : 
il ne m’apparticnt pas de faire des qifcstions, mais je s^ais 
que votre Altesse Serenissime voit les cliS*cs d’un coup d’ocil 
bien juste ; son opinion deciderait cii plus aUine conjuncture 
dc ce qu’on doit penser ; plus d’un particulier est int(5resso aux 
aflaires gencralcs. Qu’cllc me pardonne de lui en parler, et 
qu’elle daigne recevoir avee sa bonte ordinaire mon profond 
respect. V. 

[In another letter it is s<^ated that the greater part of La 
Beaumelle’s publication of Madn?»ie Maintenon’s letters re- 
ferred to in No. III. proved to be a fixhrication.j 


No. IV. 

Madame, Aux D61ices. 

J’ai egalement a me plaindre de la guerre ct de la 
nature : Tunc ef I’autre conspirent a me priver du bonheur 
de faire ma cour a votre Altesse Serenissime. La viciUesse, 
les maladies, et les houzards sont de crucls ennemis: j’ay 
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bien peur, Madame, que ces houzards ne demandent un pcu 
de fourrage a vos etats, et qu'ils payent fort mal leur diner 
ct celuy de leurs chevaux. Du moins, Madame, votre beau 
Duche, reste d’un Duche encore plus beau, n’aura ricn a 
rcprochcr a la cavalcrie Franqaise : je crois que depuis Rosbach 
die a perdue Tidee de venir prendre respectucusement du 
foin dans vos quartiers. 11 me parait que le Roy de Prusse, 
qui, attaquant a droit et a gauche autrefois, comme le belier 
de la vision dc Daniel, est totalement sur la deffensive : pour 
nous, nous sommes sur Tespcctative ; et Paris est sur 
rindifference la plus gaic ; jamais on ne s’est tant rejoui — 
jamais on n’a invente tant de plaisanteries, tant dc nouveaux 
amusements. Je ne s^iis rien de si sage que ce peuple 
dc Paris, accuse d’etre frivole : quand il a vu Ics malheurs 
accumulcz sur terre ct sur mer, il s’est mis a sc rt^ouir, et 
a fort bicn fait; voylalavraic philosophic. Je suis un vicillard 
tres indulgent : il faut en plaignant Ics malheureux applaudir 
iTriMi ipii leurs malheurs. 

Je renouvelleNucs remerciments tres humbles a votre 
Altcsse Serdnissime A sa protection au sujet dcs paperasses 
touchant le Czar fait Ja consolation. Je me mets a scs pieds 
avec le plus profouiHTspect : je suis, &c. 


No. V. 

Madame, Au Chfiteau de Tourney, par Geneve, 21 Fevrier, 17G0. 

La nature nous fait payer bion chcr la faveur qu die 
nous fait de changer Thiver cn printemps. Votre Altesse Sere- 
nissime a etc maladc, et la Princcssc sa fille a etc attaquee de 
la petite vcrole : cc qui est encore tres cruel, e’est qu on est un 
mois entier dans la crainte, avant de recevoir une nouvelle con- 
solaute. V ous daiguez, M adame, me mander du 10 Fevrier que 
j’ay a trembler pour votre santc et pour celle de la Princesse; 
mais quand daignerez vous rassurer le occur qui est le plus sen- 
sible a vos bontez, et le plus attache a votre bicn-etre ? Quand 
apprendrai-je quo la petite verole a rcspectc la vie et labeaute 
d’une Princesse nee pour vous rcsscmbler, et que votre Altesse 
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S&enissime a recouvre cette belle sante que je luy ai connue, cet 
air de fraicheur et de f(3icite? Madame, ily faut renoncer jusqu’a 
la paix. J’apprends, et Dicu vcuille qu’on me trompe, qu’oii 
foule encore vos e'tats, et qu’on exige des fournitures pour aller 
faire ailleurs des malheurcux. II faut avouer les Princes 
Chretiens ct les peuples de cette partie de I’Europe sont bicn a 
plaindrc ; on met en campagne quatre fois plus de trouppes 
pour disputer une petite province quo le Grand Turc n’en 
a pour conserver ses vastes ctats. Les causes de vos guerres 
sont toujours ties minces, et les efFets abominablcs : vous etes 
le contraire de la nature, chcz qui I’effet est toujours propor- 
tione a la cause. On ruine cent villes, on engage cent mille 
hommes, et qu’en resultc-t-il ? — rien. La guerre dc 1 74 1 a laisse 
les choses comme elles etaient : il cn sera de memo de cclle-cy : 
on fait, on alme, le malpour le mal,arimltatIon d’un plus grand 
Seigneur que les Rois, qui s’appelle le Diable. On dit que nos 
Suisses sont sages : leur pays est en paix. Oui ! mais ils vont 
tuer et sc faire tuer pour quatre ecus par mois, 
tiver leur champs ct lour vignes. Le Rojj^vic Prusse vient 
de m’envoier deux cent vers de sa faqo^ tandis qu’il se pre- 
pare a deux cent mille meurtres ; mais iuc dire dcs J esuittes. 
Messieurs R. de Matos et Jeronimo EniS^iuel, qui ont fiiit 
assassincr le Roi de Portugal au nom dc lasyicrge Marie ct 
de St. Antoine* 

Profond rc^q)ect et inquietude sur la sante Jc votrc Altcsse 
Serenissime. V. 

Je crois que la Grande Maitresse dcs Cocurs n’a guerc 
dormi. 


No. VI. 


Madamk, a Ferney, 22 Juillet, 1762. 

C’en est L op ; votre generosite est trop grande, mais 
il faut avouer que votre Aitesse Serenissime ne pouvoit mieux 
placer ses bienfaits que sur cette famille infortunee il n’en a 

* The family of Sirven, for whom Voltaire was tlien exerting 
himself in every direction, and for whom he appears to have asked 
the Grand Duchess’s charity. 
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prcsque rien coute pour Topprimer, pour luy ravir les aliments, 
ct pour feire expirer la vertueusc mere, presquc dans mes 
bras, et il en coute de tres fortes sommes avant qu’on sc soit 
mis seulement cii etat dc lui faire obtcnir une ombre dc jus- 
tice : on fait menie mille chicanes au genereux Lc Beaumont 
pour Pempechcr de publier rexccllent memoire qu’il a com- 
pose cn faveur de Tinnocence. On persecute a la fois par le 
fer, par la cordc, ct par les flammcs, la religion et la philoso- 
phic ; cinq jeunes gens ont ete condamncs au bucher pour 
n’avoir pas ote leur chapeau en voyant passer une procession 
a trente pas ! Est-il possible, Madame, qu’une nation qui 
passe pour si gaye et si polie soit en effet si barbare ? 

L’Allemagne n’a jamais vu dc pareille horreurs : elle sait 
conserver sa libcrte, et respecter riiumanite. Notre religion 
est prechee en France par des bourreaux. Que ne puis-je venir 
achcvcr a vos pieds, le peu dc jours qui me res tent a vivre, loin 
d’unc si indignc patrie ? C est moy qui suis le tresorier dc ces 
pmiyres Sirvens : on pout tout m’cnvoyer pour eux quo votre 
jimc si Dciie ieVii^jestine. Madame, qu’elle me console de toutes 
les abominations oJ^je suis temoin! Mon cocur est penetre 
de la bonte du votre \ Daignez agreer mon admiration, mon 
attachcment, mon reject pour vos Altesses Sercmissimcs. 

Je n’oublierai Jjamais la Grande Maitresse des Cojurs. 

V. 


APPENDIX III. 


The following singular anecdote has never, it is understood, 
been made public, and it comes from a respectable quarter 
entitled to credit. Nothing can more strongly illustrate Vol- 
taire’s peculiar humour : the contrast between his habitual 
reverence for the Deity, and his habit of scoffing at the sacred 
things of Religion, is here presented n a remarkable manner : — 

Une matinee du mois de Mai, M, de Voltaire fait demandcr 
au jeune M. le Comte de Latour s’il veut fitre de sa promenade 
(3 heures du matin sonnaicnt). E tonne de cctte fantasie. 
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M. dc L. croyait achever un reve, quatid un second message 
vint confirmer la verite dii premier. II nc hesite pas a se rendre 
dans le cabinet du Patriarchc, qui, vctii de son habit de c<?re- 
monie, habit et vestc mordores, ct calotte d’un petit gris tendre, 
se disposait a partir. ‘Mon chcr Comte/ lui dit-ib ‘ jc sors 
pour voir un peule lever du soleil ; cette Profession dc Foi d’un 
Vicaire Savoyard m’en a donne cnvic . . . voyons si Rousseau 
a dit vrai.’ 

“ 11s partent par Ic temps le plus noir ; ils s’achcmincnt ; 
un guide les <‘clairait avec sa lantcrne, meublc asscz sin- 
gulier pour chcrcher le soleil ! ICnfin, apres deux hcurcs 
d^excursion fatigantc, le jour commence a pcindre. Voltaire 
frappe ses mains avec un veritable joie d’eufant Ils etaient 
alors dans un creux. Ils grimpent assez peniblement vers Ics 
hauteurs : les 81 ans du philosophe pesant sur lui, on n’avan- 
(;ait guere, ct la clarte arrivait vitc ; deja quclques teintes vives 
ct rougcatres se projetait a Phorizon. V'^oltaire s’accrochc aii 
bras du guide, se soutient sur M.dc Latour, etJ^^C.ou^QtUjd:-- 
tours s’arretent sur la sommet d’unc pctit^^v:.untagnc. Dc la 
le spectacle etait magnifique ! Ics rochj* '> pores du Jura, les 
sapins verts, sc decoupant sur le bleu ciel dans Ics cimes, 
ou sur le jaune chaud et apre dcs tcrrcs>^^^i loin des prairies, 
dcs ruisscaux ; les millcs accidents de cc i^ave passage qui 
precede la Suisse, ct I’annoncc si bien, et enfin la vuc se pro- 
longc encore dans un horizon sans homes, un immense ccrclc 
dc feu empourprant tout lo ciel. Dov^ant cette sublimito de 
la nature, Voltaire cst saisi dc respect: il sc decouvre, se 
prosterne, ct quand il pent parlor scs paroles sont un hymne ! 

‘ Je crois, je crois cn Tui ’’ s’ecriat-il avec enthousiasme ; 
puis decrivant, avec son genic poete, ct la force dc son 
ame, le tableau que rcvcillait en lui tant (rdmotions, au but dc 
chacun des vc^ritables strophes qu’il improvisait, ‘ Dicu 
puissant ! je creis ! repetait-il encore. Mais tout-a-coup sc 
relevant, il remif son hapeau sccoua la poussierc de ses 
genoux, rtprii sa figui.3 plissec, ct regardant le ciel comrac il 
regardait quelquefois le Marquis dc Villettc lorsquc ce dernier 
disait unf^ na:rdc, il ajoutc vivement, ‘ Quand a Monsieur le 
Fils, et a Madame sa Mere, c est une autre affaue.’ ” 
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The life of Rousseau neither requires so full a con- 
sideration as that of Voltaire, nor affords the materials 
for it. Mankind are not divided upon his character 
and his merits, nor even' were. Tliat he was a person 
of rare genius within limited, nay, somewhat confined, 
hounds, of a lively imagination, wholly deficient in 
judgment, capable of great vices as well as virtues, and 
of a mind so diseased that it may }K)ssil)ly be doubtful if 
he was accountable for his actions, is the oj>inion which 
his conteiuporaries formed of him during his life, 
which has ever sinc<f prevailed, and which, indeed, was 
contirmed by bis own testimony, produced after his 
decease, and calculated to show that he would not 
have either dissented from the sentence or have hesi- 
tated to join in pronouncing it. His history and his 
writings are of a kind that unavoidably interest us ; 
but the one affords too lew events, the other too little 
variety, to detain us very long in e.Kamining either. 

Jeati .)ac([ues Kousseau was born at Geneva, on the 
28th of June, 1712. H is father was a watchmaker ; 
his mother the diuigh^m- of JM. llertraiid, a Protestant 
minister; iiid her br'>tlier, an engineer, married the 

* Tlu; edition of Konssoau referred to in the text is that of 
Lefevre, Paris, 1839, in eight large volnini's. 
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sister of old Roiisse?iii, who a])pears to have been a 
man of cxcmjdary virtue, of considerable abilities, 
some information, and of a very feeling heart. He 
had gone to Constantinople about vseven years alter the 
birth of his eldest and then his only son, l)ut he returned 
on being aj)prized by his wife that she was beset by 
the attentions of the French Resident, to whom she 
had given every possible repulse. This gentleman, 
IM. de la Closure, showed, at a distance of thirty years, 
some kindness to the son, and was moved to tears in 
speaking of his mother, who died when she had given 
him birth, ten months after her husbamrs riiturn 
from the East. His grief was excessive ; and he used 
for vsome years after to fake a mournful pleasure in 
speaking of her, and weeping over her niemory with 
his child. Me read with him all her books, which 
were chiefly novels and romamres, and in devouring 
these they would frequently sit uu whole nights. Tlie 
stock being exhausted, they betook .themselves to a 
more wholevSomo food ; the library of her father 
having, on his death, come to them, and containing 
historical and other useful books. An extraordinary 
enthusiasm for the Greek and Roman characters, and 
especially the eager perusal of ‘ Plutarch’s Lives,’ and 
the Roman history, was thi con^equencii of this new 
course of reading. Young Rousscsiu could not abstain 
from the subject, and one day alarmed the family at 
dinner, while le* was relating the fable of Scaevola, by 
running to the chaficjg-dish and holding his hand on 
it. W^'hen he was eight or nine years old, his father 
had a quarrel with a Frencli oflicer, and to avoid 
being cast into prison, left Geneva and settled at 
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Lflusanne, where he afterwards married a second wife 
advanced in years, and had no children l)y her. Ilis 
eldest son, seven or eight years older than Jean 
Jacques, had never been the favourite, though bred to 
his father’s business ; he took a dissij)ated course, left 
the place, and went into Germany. Little pains were 
taken to stop or to trace him ; he never wrote to any 
one after his flight, and \vhat became of him is not 
known. In all probalnlity, he died before his bro- 
ther’s name l)ecame well known, else he prol)al)ly 
would have discovered himself. 

lieside the love of modern romances and of ancient 
liistory, aciddent gave him a fondness for music, which, 
with the other passion, accom])anied him through life. 
His aunt, who took care of him, sang a great num])er 
of simpl(‘ airs, chiefly popular ones, with a sweet small 
voice, which, aided by his attachment to her, made a 
deep impression upon liim, and formed his taste in 
song as well as imbued him with a sensibility to its 
charms. After liis father’s departure for Lausanne, 
he was left to the care of his uncle Hertrand, who 
sent him for two years to Boissy, near Geneva, where 
he remained under tlie tuition of AI. Lambercier, a 
pastor, and appears to have lejirrt a little Latin ; Init 
when the Abbe Gouvon, in wdiose service he afterwards 
was, at Turin, treated him nither as a secretary than 
a footman, and read Latin with him, he was found 
to be very ill grounded and wholly unal>le to construe 
Virgil. He acknow le Iges, in(le( d, that he never was 
tolerably acqusiinted m th the language, though he 
repeatedly attemj)ted to gain it. His statement to this 
eflect, twelve years after he liad translaU'd the first 

L 
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book of Tacitus’s ‘History,’ and translated it exceed- 
ingly well, in most passages correctly, in some with 
great felicity, is one of the exaggerations in which he 
indulges both of his merits and his defects. But he 
learnt whatever he knew coinjaratively late. Nothing 
could possibly be worse than the education of a man 
who made it a principle through life to cry down 
learning, not because he never possessed it, but because 
he found it was hurtful to the character and incon- 
sistent with sound wisdom and true virtue. 

After quitting the school at Boissy, he was appren- 
ticed to an engraver, who seems to have treated him 
harshly. But his conduct was already bad. He had 
a habit of lying on all occasion.^, whether moved by fear 
to conceal some misconduct, or incited by some appetite 
he w'ished to gratify, or actuated by some other equally 
sordid motive. A .strong disposition to thieving was 
likewise among his propensities, Snd this continued to 
abide by him long after he grew up, and even when 
he lived in society he never could entirely shake it off. 
His temperament, too, was velienjent, and his timidity 
and shyness equally strong. The indulgences into 
which he was thus seduced, he has himself described ; 
but to embellish such subjects, or even to veil them so 
as to hide their disgusting aspect, would require the 
magic of that diction in which he has clothed his own 
story, and of which he never seems to have been a 
master in any of his other writings. After serving 
through half his apprenticeship, he was surprised one 
Sumhiy evening in an excursion with his companions, 
out of the town, by the shutting of the gates ; and 
there wanted no nmre to make him elope. He went 
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to the parsonage of a Savoyard cure (rector) at 
Carouges, two leagues from Geneva, who received him 
hospitably in the hopes of converting him, and gave 
him letters of introduction* to Madame de Warens, a 
Swiss lady, who having left her husband, had become 
a Catholic, and lived on a pension from the devout 
King of Sardinia. She received him kindly, and sent 
him to Turin, where he was entertained at the semi- 
nary of Catechists, established for converting heretics. 
In this religious establishment he found manners of 
the most dissolute and even abominable kind ; he was 
feebly reasoned with by the brethren on the errors of 
his belief; he does not seem in reality to have been 
convinced ; but a provision in the Church had been 
placed before his eyes as the probable reward of his 
apostacy, and he embraced publicly theCatholic religion. 
It was, however, soon discovered by the officers of the 
Im^uisition that heAvas not sufficiently orthodox in 
his faith, for he would not avow his belief that his 
mother had been numbered among the damned. He 
was, therefore, turned out of the seminary, with a 
present of twenty francs from the sum collected at the 
exhibition of his abjuration. 

After living obscurely in Turin in a lodging-house 
for common people at half a sous a night, he now en- 
tered as a footman the service of the Countess de Ver- 
cellis, and wore livery with the rest of the servants. In 
the course of a few months this lady died, and the 
servants were of course dismis ed. It was found that 

• The coininon accounts say that the Bishop of Annecy gave 
him this introduction. It was M. de Pontverre, Boiuish cure, 
in Savoy. 
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a ribbon had been stolen ; all were interrogated, and 
Rousseau, in whose possession it was found, and who 
was in fact the thief, had the wickedness to charge it 
upon an innocent girl ; he persisted in averring that she 
had stolen it to give him, there having been sOine little 
love-making between them. The ruin of this poor girl 
was the consequence, and he describes the bitter agonies 
of remorse which he ever after endured in reflecting 
upon the crime thus committed. He endeavours to 
explain it in a refined, absurd, and false manner, by 
saying that his love for Marian caused it all, because 
he had stolen it to give her, and this put it into his 
head to think of accusing her of the same intention. 
Rut the truth is, that his cowardice, the juirent of lies, 
caused it all. He never would have dared charge a 
man with the offence. He thought he could escajHi 
exposure and perhaps punishment (though he aflects to 
say he dreaded not that) by laying the blame on an 
innocent young girl who had shown a liking for him 
which he returned. He also tries to represent himself 
as only a child then,* and, writing in 1766 or 1767, 
speaks of forty years having elapsed. Rut this is not 
true. He came to Annecy in 1728, sixteen years old, 
having left Geneva in July or August, and after several 
months’ residence in Turin and the seminary, and 
three in the Countess’s house, he must have been seven- 
teen when she died, instead of fourteen or fifteen, which 
his calculation of forty yt-ars would make him. He 
expressly says that he had attiiined the age of sixteen 
before he ran away from his master, and he was born 


• “ La fault d’ua enfant.” — (Conf., part i. liv. 2.) 
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on the 28th of June. Indeed, if he remained in his 
next place less than a year, as he was uncerbiin when 
he left it, he must have been eighteen when he com- 
mitted the offence. Nothing therefore like an excuse, 
or extenuation from his youth, can be urged on this 
head. 

He was now to prove himself as foolish as he had 
l)een found wicked. Received as footman in the great 
family of Solar, an accident showed him to l)e superior 
in reading to the other servants, and one of the house, 
the Abb6 de Gouvon, a man of great accomplishments 
and of a kindly disposition, made him a sort of secre- 
tary, taking much pains talso with his education ; so 
that, though he could not master Luitin, he became a 
good Ititlian scholar. Suddenly the fancy seized him of 
quarrelling with the good ]>eople, and returning on foot 
to (leneva with a good-for-nothing young rake from that 
town, named Baclerf whose acquaintance he had made, 
and whose low buffoonery he could not refrain from re- 
lishing, and even envying, as he uniformly did whatever 
qualities he observed to attract the admiration of the 
multitude. He showed the utmost insolence and in- 
gratitude to the Solars, and was all but kicked out of 
their ])alace, where he had beer cherished as a child of 
the family, and had l»een oflered the sure means of mak- 
ing his fortune. A plaything, which in his extreme 
ignorance he calls Jontaine d heron, but which is well 
known as the founbiin of Hiero (fontaine d’Hieron), had 
been given him by his patron. His child’sh delight in 
this bauble was unbounded, and he expected by show- 
ing it off on the road to make his way for nothing, a 
journey of ninety leagues. With this ridiculous pro- 
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ject he vset out, and with his warm attachment for his 
new acquaintance ; but as he came near Annecy, and 
once more hoped to be received into Madame de 
Warens’ house, he felt he could not take Bader 
with him, and so he began to affect a great coldness, 
that he might shake him off. This he soon contrived 
to do, and he was kindly taken into her hospitable 
family, where he l)ecame domesticated. 

By the account of her, which exposes all her failings 
with great minuteness, as a reward for her undeviating 
kindness towards him, Madame de Warens appears to 
have been a woman of some accomplishments, of con- 
sideralde personal charms, of attractive manners, of a 
most kind and charitable disposition, and of very loose 
principles. This latter particular he endeavours to 
gloss over by insisting on her peculiar notions of what 
was iit and allowa.bl(‘, (3ne of her peculiarities was to 
make herself uniformly tlie mistress of Jill her men 
servants, lieside liaving occjisioruilly devijitions into Ji 
superior rank of life. To ]>e sure, he imiintains that 
she only adopted this course as the means of .atbichiiig 
these doJiiestics the more to her smwice ; and he holds it 
quite clcjir that she neith«‘r soJight nor found Jiny gra- 
tification whjitever in tln*^ o<ld kind of llimily inter- 
course. Nevertheless he re< oj ds tluit liis own sue'ces- 
sor wais a tall, ignonint, iil-l>red young nuin of the 
lowest rank, a hairdresser’s apprentice, who domineered 
over th(‘ househol‘1, maltrcjited her vshamefully, and 
brought her to ruin l)y his extravagance. Her con- 
stant and most delicate kindness to Roussejiu himself 
was repaid by much ingnititude, of which the worst 
part is his committing to pajier every dehiil of his con- 
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nexion with her. He desired, indeed, that the hook 
should not be pu})lished before 1800, and it was given 
to the world by a breach of trust in 1788. But the 
lady’s family w^ere still alive, had it been withheld the 
full period prescribed, and her memory was sometliing, 
or should have been something, in the estimation of a 
pure sentimentalist, of one w^ho was preparing his own 
history for the very purpose of gratifying a perverted, 
unnatural love of posthumous distinction by puldishing 
his weakness and his shame to the scorn of future ages. 
He could hardly conceive that any other person than 
himself had a similar propensity for self-slander. But 
even he himself w^ould not easily have liorne to be 
slandered by any pen but his own. 

Madame de Wanms endeavoured to procure for him 
orders in the church, and sent him with a pension 
given by the Bishop of Annecy to the seminary, where 
after some months ^t w^as found imjiossible to make 
him learn Latin enough for a ]»riest. She then made 
a M. le Maitre, the director of the cathedral music, 
take him as a pu|)il and helj)er. He passed near a year 
with him, and was treated with the utmost kindness. 
A profligate, unprincipled young man from Provence, 
called Venture de Villeneuve, came to Annecy, and 
from his cleverness, his skill in music, and his excessive 
impudence, made some sensation in the society of that 
place. He soon captivated Kousscaii for that reason, 
and to save him from so ruinous an association, as well 
as to assist Le Mairre, who had (piarrclled with the 
chapter, he W'as desired to accompany him to I^yons. 
Thither he went, and was still most kindly treated by 
IjC Maitre, whose only fault seems to have been his 
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misfortunes, and his being subject to epileptic fits. 
Jiousseau took the 0])portunity one day, when he fell 
down in the street, of leaving him to his fate, and 
escajung in the crowd. Such was his return for the 
favours received from a kind master. He stole back to 
Annecy, and found Madame de Warens had left the 
place on a secret expedition, which j)roved to be a resi- 
dence of some time at Paris. 

He now wandered about Switzerland, and at one 
time lie settled in Lausanne as a musie master, lie 
must needs call himself Vaussure de V’^illeneuve,*' in 
imitation of tlie creature he was last taken with ; and 
as it should seem, in a lit of insanity, being wholly in- 
cajtable of composing, he wrote a concerto which was 
given Itefore a large company at a law professor's house, 
he himsell directing the orcliestra. The hideous discords 
and absolutely incoherent noTisense ol the piece crcaited, 
of course, unbounded and universj^^l ridicule. His scho- 
lars soon dro))ped off ; iiubaal he was fain Jiow to con- 
fess himself an impostor, and to own that he had umler- 
taken to teach what he was himself profoundly ignorant 
of. lie began, however, to learn music, and liad made 
some progress when another impostor like Inmself came 
to Lau.saiine, and imhiced him to go as In's secretary 
and interpreter. 'I’liis wa., a man ))retending to l)e an 
Archimandrite of the (ireek eliurch, come to beg aid 
for rej)airing tlie holy sepulchre. He accompanied 
this knave, and on one occasion made a sj)eech for him 
to the senate of Hern, wh<» bestowed a considerable sum 
on the unworthy pair. The French ambas.sador, wlio 


Vaussuro wa-s a kind of anagram of Itou.sMau. 
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had been in the East, discovered the trick, and Rousseau 
was employed by him on a mission to Paris ; from 
whence he returned, and passing through Chambery, 
found Madame de Warens, or Maman as he always 
called her, established there. 

Received again kindly, again he committed his ordi- 
nary follies. Madame dc Warens obtained for him a 
comfortable jdace in a public office (the Cadastre). He 
kept it two years, and then resigned in order to be a 
music-master. His skill was fortunately become consi- 
derable, and he had a number of scholars. His patroness 
now promoted him to the rank of lover, but without 
discarding the servant Claude Anet, who also took care 
of her botanical as well as her amorous concerns ; he was 
a man of considerable merit and great conduct, and 
became a kind of governor to Rousseau, who more than 
any child of si.\ years old stood in need of a master. 
He was succeeded b)i»a yo\ing hairdresser’s apprentice, 
as Rousseau found on his return from a few months 
passed at Montjtolier for his health ; the young man 
.supplanted both Claude Anet and Jean Jacques, and 
continued with this kind-hearted but im})rudent 
woman until, ruined by his cxtravag.-ince and her own 
projects, she died in a stah^ of wretchedness over which 
Rousseau has drawn a veil. He saw her, after an ab- 
sence of fifteen years, in 1754, at Chailly ; and she 
came to see him for the last time near Geneva soon 
after. He had helped her with such sums as he could 
spare. She now, in i<!ceiving i small pitt.mce, showed 
her constitutional teudernes.s of heart and that gene- 
rosity of disposition which no penury could eradicate ; 
she took oil’ her finger a ring, her only remaining 
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trinket, and pressed it upon the woman through whom 
the money hfid l)een sent. Kousseau charges himself 
with black ingratitude for not having gone with her 
and saved her from wretchedness ; he could not quit 
a new attachment which he had formed, and he declares 
that the reflection on his conduct had haunted him with 
remorse greater than any other passage of his life could 
inflict. 

Hut we have anticipated in the narrative. From 
Chambery he removed to Lyons, where his kind pro- 
tectress obtained for him an employment as preceptor 
in M. Mabillon’s family. Soon he, as usual, left this 
place, returned to Chambery, found he could no longer 
be comfortable in Madame de Warens’ house, and .set 
out to seek his fortune in Paris with a ‘ Discourse on a 
new Tht!ory of Music,’ or rather Musical Notation, 
which he had written. It had some success at the 
Academy, where it was read ; he'-became introduced to 
many per.sons of note ; he accepted the pla<,-e of secre- 
tary to Count de Montaigiu;, amltassador at Venice, and 
was on his arrival, as he r«!presents, made secretary of 
the embassy. Here his conduct was, for the first time in 
his life, prudent, and he reajied the fruits of it in the re- 
spectability which he enjoyed. He remained performing 
with satisfaction all the dutifs of his station, wliich the 
utter incapacity of the ambassador made heavier than 
they otherwise would have been ; and alter a variety of 
the meanest uttcmj/is on his Excellency’s part to share 
his perquisites, and repeated acts of maltreatment, at last 
amounting to the insolence and fury of a madman, this 
ambassador compelled him to re.sign. The madness 
liad, however, some method, for the salary was with- 
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held, and in lieu of it the most a])surd charges were 
brought against him. The senate, the council, all the 
French inhabitants, and all the diplomatists took his 
]>art, and he niturned to Paris, where he never could get 
even an answer to his just comjdaints, being told that a 
foreigner, like him, could not be regarded when charg- 
ing a French functionary with injustice; for the 
government very consistently forgot that if foreigners 
are to be employed in the public service, their not 
being natives affbrds no defence whatever to those who 
maltreat them, and obstruct them in the performance of 
their official duties. 

On his return to Paris he went to live at an inferior 
hotel, or rather lodging-house, near the Luxembourg, 
and there dining at the table with the family, he be- 
(‘ame acajuainted with a female servant, a girl from 
Orleans, whert' her father had held a place in the 
mint and her mothei^had l)een a shopkeeper, but both 
were reduced to distress. Their name was Le Vasseur, 
and the girl’s Theresa. She was about twenty-three, 
of modest demeanour, and so much without education 
that even afte»r living with him for many years she 
never could read the figures on the dial-plate of a 
clock, or tell in what order the montiis succeeded each 
other.* He beca nu^ attached to h(*r ; she cohabited 
with him, and bore him live children, all of which he 
sent one after the other to the F oundling Hospital, 
regardless of the poor mother’s tears; and after 
twenty-five years of ihis intci course he married her. 
xhe mother, a vulgar and affected woman, lived with 
them ; and the father, whom site could not endure, but 
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of whom Theresa was very fond, was, on pretext of 
economy, sent at the age of 80 to the workhouse, where 
the disgrace of this treatment immediately broke his 
heart. 

After the battle of Fontenoy, in 1745, the Court 
gave several theatrical entertainments, and Voltaire 
contributed the ‘ Princesse de Navarre,’ of which the 
famous Rameau had composed the music ; it was now 
changed into the ‘ Fete de Ramire,’ and Rousseau be- 
ing employed to comj)lete the adaj)tation, which re- 
quired considerable alteration both of words and airs, 
Voltaire was extremely pleased with his work and with 
his flattering letter resj)ecting it. Rousseau composed 
his own opera of ‘ Les Muses Galantes’ the same year ; 
but after one or two rehearsals, apprehensive of its 
fate, he withdrew it. The death of his father enabh^d 
him to obhiin a small sum which lx;longed to his 
mother, and which the father hadnMijoyed for his life. 
A small portion, which he sent to Chanibery, was at 
once devoured by the knaves who surrounded Madame 
de Warens, and lived by pillatjing her. 

The kindness of his steady friend M. Francueil, Re- 
ceiver-General of Finance, placed him in the office of 
his ca.shier (cnixsier), one of great trust, which he 
dreaded, and of considerable emolument, which, be- 
cause he was starving and coinjdaiiied of iMung forced 
to send his children to the Hospital, he altogether con- 
temned. He re.sig ied it in a few weeks, on the ground 
that its duties were irksome, and prevented him from 
fully enjoying himself as he liked, at a time when he 
believed he had only a few months to live. Self-indul- 
gence appears to have been erected by him into a kind 
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of principle, or rule of conduct. lie therefore betook 
himself to copying music, which he did very carelessly, 
and very ill. 

In 1749 he wrote his ^ Essay on the Mischiefs of 
Science,’ the subject proposed by the Academy of Dijon, 
as if on purpose to frustrate Voltaire’s remark already 
mentioned in his ‘ Life for assuredly it was a slip in a 
scientific body to make it a question whether science 
corrupted or improved the morals of mankind. Next 
year it obtained the prize. He justly thought very 
me^aiily of its arrangement and reasoning, nor did he 
himself think highly of its composition ; yet partly 
by the brilliancy and power of the declamation, and 
partly by the boldness of the paradoxes, it attracted the 
greatest notice, both made converts and raised adver- 
saries against its doctrines. lie has descri])ed his 
manner of writing it : he lay in bed with his eyes 
closed, revolving am> finishing his periods, which he 
always did very slowly and witli much difficulty. He 
slept little, and on rising in the morning the act of 
dressing u ould drive the greater part of what he had 
com])Ose(l out of his liead. He therefore used to make 
Theresa’s mother come and write under his dictation. 
The success of his ‘ Essay’ was followed by one more 
brilliant still. He composed the little opera of the 
‘ Devin du Village in about six weeks, and it was per- 
formed with prodigious success before the King, in 
his private theatre a' Fontainebleau, in 1751. A mes- 
sage was sent next iiiorniiig .3 desire his attendance, 
and it was confident! v believed about Court that a pen- 
sion was to have been granted him ; but he was tar 
too much alarmed, and had far too little command of 
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himself, or power of crossing his inclinations, to un- 
dergo this scene, and he very indecorously as well as 
very foolishly ran away to Paris early in the morning. 
From the Court, however, and the musical engravers, 
he received between two and three hundred louis, as 
much as the ‘ Emile ’ afterwards brought him, for the 
fruit of twenty years’ labour. The piece deserved its 
success. Nothing can be more light and gay than l)oth 
the simple plan, the pretty songs, and the lively, graceful 
airs. It seems to have all the excellence that a perform- 
ance of this inferior class can well attain. Next year 
his ‘ Narcissus,’ a drama, was given at the ‘ Fran(;ais;’ 
and though lK)rne for two nights, he was himself 
so tired of it, and so convinced of its failure, that 
he could not remain to the end of the j)erformance, 
but came out, ran to a coffee-house, and announced 
its certain fate, avowing himself at the same time 
to be the author, a circumstarfl?e which had been 
carefully concealed. In 1753-4 he wrote a second 
‘Essay on the Inequality of Human Conditions,’ also 
for the Dijon Acadenjy. It had the faults of the first, 
with more of paradox, ami also better composition ; 
but its want of novelty, and its inferior eloquence, pre- 
vented it from succeedint:. 

In the summer of 1754 he was, with Theresa, taken 
by a friend, M. Gauffecourt, a tour to Geneva, where 
he remained some months. He went by Chambery, to 
see MJtdame de \Carens, and he was received with 
great distinction by all the families whom he had 
known ; but as he approached Geneva he felt the an- 
noyance to which he was siibjected by having lost his 
civic rights, in consequence of his quitting the Protes- 
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tant Church. He soon resolved to remove this only 
obstacle which stood in the way of his regaining them ; 
and abjuring Romanism with us much reflection and 
as much disinterestedness as he had formerly Calvinism, 
he was once more a Protestant, and became a citizen 
of Geneva. Among the reasons which chiefly influ- 
enced him in not retiring thither for the rest of his life 
was the near neighbourhood of Voltaire, whom he re- 
garded as destroying the place by corrupting its inha- 
bitants.* This was in 1754; while to all outward ap- 
pearance he was bowing to the idol of the day, and 
expressing his entire admiration of his genius. 

On the establishment of the ‘ Encyclopedie,’ D’Alem- 
bert and Diderot, with whom he wjis acquainted, en- 
gaged him to write some articles ; and this increased 
his intimacy with Diderot, whose habits were loose, 
as well as introduced him to Diderot’s friend Grimm, 
a man of letters, in-^the service of the Duke of Saxe 
Gotha, and employed by him for many years as a 
kind of literary and philosophical Resident at Paris. 
The letters which he wrote in that cajKicity, his de- 
spatches, as it were, have been since published, and are 
well known. When he came to Paris, being a man 
of wit as well as letters, he was successful in society, 
and became dissipated and even profligate in his man- 
ners ; but he does not appear either to have indulged 
in any vulgar excesses, or to have offended against the 
conventional laws of honour which bind the polite 
world. Rousseau aiways rep. esents himself as his in- 
troducer into the Parisian circles, and as having been 
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supplanted there by his superior address and habits of 
the world. Among others he had presented him to 
the family of M. d’Epinay, Fermier-General, who 
kept a very hospitable house, where the Encyclopedists 
were familiar, as they were still more at the Earon 
d’Holbach’s. Grimm became the professed lover of 
Madame d’Epinay, whose sister-in-law, Madame 
d’Houdetot, made a still deej)er impression on the 
heart of Rousseau ; but her avowed lover was his 
friend St. Lambert. The Epinays had a country house, 
Chenettes, in the line valley of Montmorency ; and 
Rousseau, when visiting there, was greatly tsiken with 
the retirement of a cottage and garden oallt!d the 
Hermitage, in its neighbourhood, and likewise belong- 
ing to the family. Hither he tninsferre*! his resi- 
dence, in the spring of 1756, and it was his home for 
the next six years of his life.* Theresa’s mother came 
with him as well as herself, anc'^iotbing can be more 
disgusting than the details of her mean, sordid, double- 
dealing eonduct, to obtain money and other things from 
him, through the agency of her daughter. Rut she 
was of some use in the management of his house, for 
which her daughter was as unfit as himself. 

At the Hermitage, for th“ first year or t\vo of his resi- 
dence, he seems to have sutl'ered for want of the society 
which he had quitted, though this is the last thing he 
will confess. He admits that his imagination was excited 


• It Is only another instance of his inattention to dates that he 
totally omits the several yciirs passwl at Ncmfchatel, when he spesiks 
of Montmorency as his con.stant residence, and repre.sents it as such 
after his visit to Eng’iand in 1766. 
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by the recollection of past scenes of enjoyment in a 
more sensual kind ; and the void left l)y these gratifica- 
tions, now past, or only existing in his memory, he 
filled up with creations of his fancy, embodying beings 
of a lovely and excellent nature, and placing them in 
situations of lively interest, which, if his own experi- 
ence and recollections failed to suggest, it cost his 
imagination, sometimes sentimental, sometimes pruri- 
ent, nothing to invent. This was the origin of the 
" Nouvelle Heloise,’ of all his works the most re- 
nowned, and of all, except his posthumous ‘Memoirs,* 
the best, though certainly very greatly overrated both by 
the public opinion and by his own. He describes the 
delight he had in composing it as aj)proaching to an 
actual enjoyment, though it only consisted in the plea- 
sures of an indulged fancy. He wandered all day in the 
forest of Montmorency ; he had his pencil and note- 
book with him ; Titei*esa walked calmly by. In the 
afternoon returning home, he wrote what had occurred 
on the finest jiaper, sanded with gold and blue dust, 
bound with bright-coloured ribbons ; and he read at 
night tlie produce of the day to the mother, who 
entered not into it with any comprehension, much less 
tasted it with any relish, but said “Monsieur, cela est bien 
beau and to the daughter, who entered not into it at 
all, but sighed and sobbed when she saw him appear 
to be moved. 

To deny the gr at meri^ of this work would be 
absurd ; the degree in whicli it has been overrated, 
owing chiefiy to its immorality, and in part also to its 
vices of taste, not unnaturally leads to its depn^ciation 
when the critic soberly and calmly exercises his stern and 

31 
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ungrateful office. But the conception of the piece is, 
for its simplicity and nature, happy, with the excep- 
tion which may be hiken esjiecially to the unnatural 
situations of the lovers on meeting after Julie’s mar- 
riage, to the extravagant as well as dull deathbed scene, 
and to the episode, the adventures of the English Eord. 
The descriptions of natural scenery are admirable — far 
superior to the moral painting ; for Rousseau’s taste in 
landscaj)e was excellent, while with his moral taste, 
his perverted sentiments, so wide from truth and 
nature, always interfered. The interest of the story 
is (|uite well sustained, and the turns in it are well 
represented I)y the successive letters. J'he jiassions are 
vividly painted, and as by one who had felt their force, 
though they are not touched with a delicate jiencil. 
The feelings are ill rendered, partly l>ecause they are 
mixed with the perverted sentiments of the ill-regu- 
lated, and even diseased mind^ in which they are 
hatched into life, partly because they are given in the 
diction of rhetoric, and not of nature. ’I'he love which 
he plumes himself on exliibiiing beyond all his prede- 
ces.sors, nay, as if lie first had portrayed, and almost 
alone had felt it. is a mixture of the sensual and the 
declamatory, with something of the grossness of the 
one, much of the other’s exaggeration. As this is the 
main object of the hook, therefore, the book must be 
allow’ed to l)e a failure. It charmed many ; it en- 
chant^id both the Bishops Warburton ami Hurd, as 
we see in their published corre.^pondence ; it still holds 
a high place among the works which prudent mothers 
withhold from their daughters, and which many daugh- 
ters contrive to enjoy in secret ; it makes a deep im- 
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pression on hearts as yet little acquainted with real 
passion, and heads inexi)erienced in the social relations ; 
it assuredly has no great charms either for the experi- 
enced or the wise, and is alike condemned by a severe 
taste in composition and a strict judgment in morals. 

It would be endless to support these remarks by 
examples ; but let us only take, as the fairest te>t by 
which to judge the ‘ Nouvelle Ileloi'se,’ its author’s 
own favourite piece, the " Elysee’ and the ‘ Voyage on 
the Lake,’ at the end of l^irt iv. Tliey are Letters 
xi. and xvii. of that part ; and he denounces a woe 
u])on whosoever can read them without feeling his 
heart melt in tenderness.* 

Now the greater part of the first (J^etter xi.) is mere 
description of place ; it is landscape j)aiuting, not 
liistory painting; and, with the exccjdion of an ex- 
tremtdy unnatural reprimand, given by M. de Wolmar 
to 8t. Preux, for spcttking of the shrubbery where he 
and Julie used to ramble, and into which since her 
marriage she never went, there is really not one touch 
of vSentiment in the whole : unless, indeed, it can be 
reckoned such, that on revisiting the Elysee next 
morning, when he expected to be melted with seeing 
the walks she liad made and used, tlie flowers she 
had plaiit(M], &c., he recollects the terrible reprimand 
of the evening before, and no longer can think of any 
thing except the happiness of a future state. All this 
is well written, bm: it is mere rhetoric ; the sen- 


* “ (^uioonque, tm lis.- it cos cleiix Icttres, ne sent pas amollir, et se 
fonder son ccour dans rattondrisseinent qui me les diotat, doit former 
le livre ; il n’ost pas fait pour jnger les choses de sontiinent.” — 
(Conf., part ii. liv. 9.) 



164 


ROUSSEAU. 


timents are cold, tliey are unnatural ; the reprimand 
of yesterday never would have stifled the passion of 
to-day. The last effect thiit this letter, tilled with 
admirable description of a garden and an aviary, could 
ever produce, is assuredly that of melting the heart in 
tenderness ; and as far as tliis first letter goes, the woe 
denounced in the ‘ (,’onfessions’ must attach on all who 
read it. 

The other (Letter .wii.) is of a mucli more ambitious 
character; but, with one single e.\c«“ption, it is liable 
to the remark to whicli every ]»art of the ‘ Nouvelle 
HeIoi.se’ justly gives rise — that it is rhetoric, not elo- 
quence ; it is declamation, not true exj)res.sion of 
sentiment. The most laboured passage, beyond all 
doubt, is the speech which St. Preux addresses to 
Julie on taking her to the grove and the rocks 
where he had j)assed liis time when separated from 
lier, and when only tliinking oT'her and writing to 
her ; it is a very long speech, full of set phrases, and 
describing the icicles on rocks, and snow festoons on 
trees, and the cold only made bearalde by the tire in 
his heart ; touching al.-^o on ornithology, as well us 
meteorology : “ le vorace «;pervicr ; le corlxiau fumibre ; 
Vaigle terrible des Alpes” (a phrase, by the way, which 
no one living among the Alps wo<jld ever use) ; and 
then ending in a rant of “Pille trop consUimment 
aimee ! Oli toi i»our qui j’ctais ne !” &c. !She interrupts 
him with “A lions nou.s on; I’air de ce lieu n’est pas 
bon pour moi.” Now this is certsiinly better than tlie 
s[»eech, but it is as certainly not pathetic. AVhat 
follows in the boat is much finer; and is both well 
conceived, excej»ting at first, and well executed. He 
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feels his situation so bitterly, that he is tempted 
for a moment to plunge into the water, dragging her 
after him ; but he rushes away from her side, and 
weeps violently in the prow. All this is nothing; 
and indeed the violence of the scene is revolting ; but 
we are recompensed l)y what follows and closes it. 
He comes and sits down again by her ; — “ Elle tenait 
son mouchoir ; je le sentis fort mouille. Ah ! lui dis-je 
tout bas, je vois «pie nos cceurs n’ont jamais cesse de 
s’entendre !” She admits it in a faltering voice, and 
desires their hearts may never more so commune. 
They then speak calmly, and he afterwards observes, 
on landing and coming to the light, that she had 
bianx wee|)ing — her eyes were red and inHamed. This 
is finely done ; but with two grc*at faults, the worst 
which such painting can have — a piece of wit and an 
overdone and a needless description. An ejngram, almost 
a ]»Ieasantry, is introi^ced, when lie says — and it is the 
working up of tlie whole — that their hearts had plainly 
never ceasexl to hear or to understand each other ; she 
answers with a I'epartee. Instead of stopping at “ llest 
vrai,” or saying nothing, lieing unable to speak, which 
would have been better, she goes on, “ilia is que ce 
soit la derniere I’ois.” Even ihere she miii-ht have 
ended, giving the moral rebuke ; but she goes on, 
“ Mais que ce soit la derniere fois qu’ils auront parle 
sur ce ton.” Then what reason was there I’or his 
“ J’ajier^'us a la lumifu e, qu’ellc avait les yeu.\ rouges et 
forte gor.fles, et elle ne diitpas trouver li*s mitms en meil- 
leur etat,” after th^ wet handkerchief and faltering 
voice in the boat, and his own agony in the prow ? Such' 
scenes as these require the very greatest care and the 
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most rigid al)stiiience in the moral artist. Particulars, 
details, circumstances, must he given, and given when 
the moral excitement is at its pitch ; hut the selection 
is ot intinite moment, ami there must he no su|)erfluity, 
no ornament, nothing tlowery, nothing, no, absolutely 
nothing, introduced of an opposite, an inconsistent 
character. The sup(‘rtluity surfeits, and sickens, and 
weakens all e fleet ; the foreign substance inserted causes, 
as it were, a ierinentation to cast th(‘ intruder forth. 

The less delicate an/1 more vebeiiKuit portions of tht‘ 
work are certainly very irilerior, iaiiltv as even tin* best 
j>arts are. Nothing can be b^ss n^lined, nothing, 
indeed, more vulgar, than a lov(U’ writin.g to his 
inistn*ss at all about his trans])orts on obtaining 
possession of her. Hut St. Pnnix begins, “from the 
first kiss ot love,” to liold u|> her W(‘akm*ss in li(‘r own 
lac(*, and that haj^pens no later in the piec<* than the 
fourteentli letter. He holds lu^r^ conduct up, too, in 
coarse terms, by way of making the olllmce less o»it- 
rageous ; “ Je suis ivre— mes .muis sent troubles |)ar ce 
b.aiser mortel.’’ — “ Pn doux freiiiisseimmt.'’ — “ 'J'a 
bouclie de roses- -la liomdie de .fulie — se pos<'r sur la 
mienne, et mon corps serre dans les l>ras.”^ This may 
not possibly be the only ir !..nce of an innocent girl 
suffering .sucii a liberty for tiie first tijne in Iut life 
without resistanee, nay, meeting her lover more tlian 
half-way; but assun^dly it is the only instance' of his 
telling her in plain terms what a forward, abandoned 
wanton she proved. Alter this, we are well pre- 
pared fora letter, in wliieh she says that all dilRculties 
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only give lier more spirit and boldness, and that if liis 
courage is eciual to her own, he may come in the 
night, when slie will “acquitter ses proim^sses, et 
payer d’une seule Ibis toutes les dettes de ramour.” 
She then exclaims, “ Non, mon doiix ami ! non ! nous 
ne (juitterons j)as cette courte vie sans avoir un 
instant goute du l)onlunir and to leave no doubt of 
the kind of hapj)iness she liad in her eye, slie adds, 

“ Viens avouer, nuMiie au sein des plaisirs, (jue c’est du 
sein des canirs cjifils prirent leur plus grand charme;’ 
of which ^ ery bold avowal the cliasteness of tlie diction 
is on a par with the purity of the morals : for “ ame 
de mon cmur” and “ vie de ma vie’’ are, especially the 
fornun*, expressions of a mod<‘rate correctness. Then 
follow the two very celebrated letters in conse([uence 
of the lady’s invitation being a(‘ce|)ted, One is written 
in the ante-room of Julie’s bed-chamber, and is of 
an incoinpar<il)le absurdity in the design, for which no 
felicity in the execution could ever compensate. Ihit 
is the execution less laid than the conce])tion in such 
lines as these — “Odesirs! () i*rainte ! O palpitations 
cruelles! — On ouvre ! on entre ! — C’est elle, c’estelle! 
Mon faible cnnir, tu succombcs! — Ah! cherchez des 
forces ]iour supporter la lelicite (|ui t'accable.”* Of 
the other letter the following day, absolutely insulting 
to the poor girl, little needs be said. The scheme of 
writing it is revolting enough ; but less so, jioriiaps, 
than the language 'As execu h)n is couched in. He 
actually speaks of “ ces baisers qu’une voluptueuse lan- 
gueur nous faisalent lentemont savourer, et ces ge- 
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misseinens si tendres duriint ]es(|uels tu pressais sur 
ton ca»ur, ce cueiir fait pour s’unir a lui/’* He calls 
her ''divine Julie.” It certainly was Jinotlier epithet 
originally ; I reineinber to have first read it “ incon- 
cevable Julie,” and to liave thought it the best word 
in the whole book. 

There is no concealing the truth that a volume of 
love-letters must naturally be tiresome to the very 
verge of not being readable. Their interest to the 
parties is only exce(‘ded by tluu’r indillenmce in all 
other eyes. Hence the ‘ Nouvelb^ Jleloise/ which pro- 
fesses chiefly to consist of this kind of mabndal in its 
most interesting porlions, must have la^en dull, had 
there been no digressions to relime it. ^fhe marriage 
of Julie, and the Parisian sojourn of St. Preiix, his 
return to J.<a Meillerie, and Julie's death, allbrd those 
varieties, and enable the book to ju’ociHid through its 
very considerable length. 

At rilrmitage he very soon fell in love with Ma- 
dame d’Houdetot, M. dVKpiiiay’s sish*r, and he de- 
clares that this was the only love* he ever felt in 
his life. How often the same thiiig bad been avow(*d 
to others by the man •»! pure lujart, who deemed 
sincerity as above all other virt u<*s, who could ex<-use all 
vices save the want of perfect simplicity and honesty, 
we have no jneans of jiulging. "JJiat he had before 
been on such terjus with some seven or eight women 
as must liave led to similar declarations of attachment, 
iinleso he avowed that hit treah^d thmu jis brutes, as 
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mere instruments of sensiuil pleasure, is certain from 
his own account. Jiut he declares, with perfect so- 
lemnity, that this passion was “ la |)reinicre et Tunique 
de toute sa vie.”* The lady treated him with kindness, 
apparently as a child ; his friend St. Laml)ert did not 
much relish the matter, heinj^ unable to adopt his sin- 
gular habit of several lovers at one and the same time 
intimate with one mistress ; and she I>ecame in conse- 
(|uence n^served and distant. An open fpiarrel took 
place with iMadaine d’Epinay, her sister-in-law, like 
many of Kousseau’s (piarrels, witliout any intelligible 
ground, except his taking ottence at something which 
lie had imagined, and then writing abusive letters. 
He wrote to say lie should leave rErmitage; she 
answered that if he chose to do so he was welcome, 
lie retdu^d that after such a hint he could not remain 
a week. He removed to another house near jMont- 
moreiK'v, and tlu're he remained, taking very properly 
tin; opportunity of this removal to get rid of iMadaine le 
Vasseur, whom no entreaties of her daughter could 
induce him to keep about him any longer. Mhth 
(irimm and Diderot he quarrelled irreconcileably ; and 
his book is Hll(;d with attacks upon them both, luit 
es])ecially upon (irimm. He cliarges them, as usual, 
witli a conspiracy, the overt acts of which were 
their sometimes seeing and conversing with Theresa’s 
mother, the improper j>urpose of which he never could 
describe, or even infoi ri us whc* he suspected it to lie. He 
h id some vague, half-crazy notion that tney wanted to 
direct and guide him, and to injure his fame and to 
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make him do foolish things, — as if they could have 
any conceival)le interest in liis degradation, or could 
possibly drive him to do more foolish things than he 
perpetually did of his own accord. Next to his (juarrel 
with Hume, nothing so betokened a diseasinl mind as 
his suspicions of these two friends. One letter which 
he received from (Triinin he says container! an avowal 
of hating him, or at least a throwing olf of his friend- 
ship ; but he says he never read more than tin* beginning 
of it, and that he sent it back with a violent answrux* 
JJut, unfortunately, iMadame (ri^^pinay in her ‘ MtMiioirs’ 
published the letter, and it contains nothing lilo' 
what Kouss(‘au complained of till the very end. 
Nothing, therefori% can be mon? inconsistent than liis 
account of the whole transaction ; and in(l(M‘d his 
furious passion at otluu' letters of the most indillerent 
kind, which he cites in !]is ‘ ( •onfessions,’ shows suf- 
ficiently that his mind laboured under morbid delu- 
sions in all this epistolary intercourse?. 

In liis new residence he wrote the l(‘tter to DhAbmi- 
bert on the article ‘(lenevt?,’ ol the ‘ Kncyclopedie,’ 
the subject of which is an attack upon tlujutrical enter- 
tiiinments. ile sa\s he composed it in three weeks of 
a S(!vere winter, sitting ni an open summer-house at 
the end of the garden, without fire or shelter. It had 
very great success, and it is writbm with mueh power. 
The saleoi this work, with that of the ‘ Nouvelle Ile- 
loise,’ puhlished in gave him .‘1000 francs to 

spare. The latter work liad been printing in Holland 
above two years, and had fnM[iiently l)een read in 


Co/if;, part ii. iiv. 0: (Kiiv., i. p. Rj?. 



IIOUSSEATT. 


171 


manuscript to persons of distinction, such as the 
]\Iarechal de Luxembourg, and the Marechale wlio 
now had the (Jliatt^au de Montmorency, and witli whom 
he formed a great intimacy, insomucli that they 
gave him a convenient summer-house, near their 
orangery, wliere he lived occasionally, "riie avidity 
with whicli th(? work was at lirst read may l)e judged of 
from tliis, tliat it was lent out by the booksellers at 
twelve sous an hour ; and instances are cited of prin- 
cesses ordering their carriages at night to attend an 
opera or ball, and being found absorbed in the book at 
two in the morning so as to send their carriages away. 

Th(^ ‘ Kmihf was ])ublished in the s|>ring of 176*2, 
and the ‘ Contrat Social’ a few wet^ks Indore it. The 
‘ Contrat,’ wliich he ajjpears witli the wonted soundness 
of an autlior's judgment on liimself, to have valued l)e- 
vond all his other works, and to have elaborated the 
most, is an irrefragable proof of his unfitness for all poli- 
tical discussion, as his ‘ Discourse on Political Economy’ 
for the ‘ Kncyc!oj)C(lie’ proves his eijual unfitness for 
economii*al studies. It is not that he bewilders him- 
self in all the (‘rrors and inconsistencies of an original 
compact, for Locke and Somers had done so before 
him, though he dounders in the mirt‘ very differently 
from Locke ; but he, who pn'tends to write in 
modern times upon government, denies all virtue 
to the great improvement of modern j)olicy, the repre- 
sentative system, deck /ing thi * the j)eople are slaves, 
and the state is near its ruin, when the rights and 
duties of rulers are performed by any but the wliole 
body ol the citizens (lib. iii. ch. 15); that the Eng- 
lish “are slaves, are nothing, except a few days in 
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six or seven years.”* His capacity of defining with 
logical precision is shown by his reckoning an elective 
aristocracy as one form of that polity, and of course 
preferring it to either a natural or an hereditary aristo- 
cracy, nay, apparently to any other kind of government, 
without perceiving that it is nothing like an aristocracy 
at all, but is, in truth, a form of the repnjsentative 
government which he condemns (J^ib. iii. civ. 5). Ilis 
power of dealing with particular constitutions is seen 
in his comments on that of Poland, the subject of a 
sejiarate treatise whi<-h he published in 177‘2. He 
considers the radical vice of the Polish government to 
be the extent of the country, and recomimmds (*itlier a 
federal union or the abandonment to neighbouring 
powers of some part of its dominions- -a plan which 
those powers full soon caused to be adopted, 'riie 
election of the sovereign he holds to he a good princi- 
j)le, under wise restrictions ; and the one which he 
proposes is the selection by the whole pt'ople of one 
from among the noblemen of the first class, to be 
chosen by lot, — an absurdity unexamphal in polititail 
reveries. (‘ (’onsiderations siir le Gouvernementde Po- 
logne,' ch. v. xiv.) 

The merits of the ‘ Emile’ are of a much higher 
order ; for together with w ild theories, mere fantastical 
dreams of education, it contains a great deal of striking, 
though certainly not pure, composition, sometimes of a 

* e Le jKjuple Anglais peiiwj etre fibre: il se tronipe fort ; il no 
Test que lunint I’l'Iection dta meinbres du I'arlemciit ; .si t«'>t ils out 
elii, il est esclavc*, il ii’cst rien. Dans Jes courts inometis de sa 
liberte, I’usage qii’il cn fait nicrite bien qn’il la [wnle ” (Hv. iii- 
ch. 15). 
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sentimental, sometimes of a declamatory kind ; and 
it abounds in remarks, the result of personal expe- 
rience or actual observation, and so entitled to much 
attention. The religious portion, the ‘ Profession de 
Foi d’un Vicaire Savoyard,’ is that which naturally 
excited most attention at the time of its publication, 
and which still posses.ses the most interest. His long 
letter in the ‘NouvelleHeloise’ (Liv. v.. Let. 3 ) contains 
his thoughts on the subject of education, powerfully 
though more concisely given ; but nothing of an infidel 
cast was given before the ‘ Kniile.’ It is true Wolmar, 
a perfect character, is made first an atheist, and then a 
sceptic, owing to his contempt for the ceremonies of the 
(xreekand Romish churches; and that Julie’s religion 
is rather pure, exalted, im]>assioned theism, than Christ- 
ianity (Liv. vi.. Let. 5; Liv. xvi., Let. 7, S), yet the 
Scriptures are spoken of with Christian reverence 
(Giluv., ii., p. 622 ) ; ainr both Julie dies a Christian 
death, and Wolmar is, in consequence, about to be con- 
verted when the curtain falls. But the ‘ Emile’ at once 
declares against Revelation ; it does not indeed substi- 
tute, for the Christian scheme dogmatically rejected, a 
dogmatical theism, but it denies the credibility of the 
(iospel dispensation as recorded in the Scriptures, and 
it substitutes a moderate but humble scepticism. There 
is no sarcasm, no dogmatism, no ribaldry, no abuse ; 
the feelings of the Christian reader are consulted, and 
not outraged ; the w’e .pons of ttack are reasoning and 
sentiment, not ridicule ; the author’s errors are to every 
candid reader his mislortune, not his fault ; and he gives 
the impression to a charitable mind of having wished 
to be a believer, and failed. 
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Nevertheless u storm ensued upon the pul)lication of 
the book. M. de Alaleshcrbes, first President of the 
Cour des Aides, and at the liead of the Censorship 
(Librairie), had given it his official sanction, and it had 
in conse<}iience been pulilishedat Paris and Amsterdam 
about the same time. Put tlie Courts of Law interfered, 
and a decree of arrest was issued. Rousseau liad notice 
through the kindness of his excellent friends the Lux- 
embourgs, and by their aid he escaj)ed to Neiilchatel, 
wliere Lord IMarischal (Keith), tlui Prussian governor, 
protected and liefriended him. Theresa followed, 
and aj)pears to l)a\ e in Jio degree inen^ased tlie com- 
forts of Iiis resideiK'e. She soon grew tired of the 
solitude in which they lived — tht^ maniuTs of tier 
inhalutants would not tolerate k(‘|)t women ; and then* 
is every reason to think, that after feeding his suspicious 
mind with alarms, and making him beli(*\e tliat Ids 
life was in danger from the lu!>otry of the ])«*()ide, slu* 
strengthened her exhortations by j)rett‘nding tliat bis 
house V as one night during the fair attacked by tlie 
mol), lie gives a minute a«‘count of the “ quarry of 
stones” found in the bouse ii(*xt morning, alleging tliat 
they were tlirown tbrougb the windows. Put M. 
Servan (‘ ReHexions sir les (’onlessions’) states bis 
having been particularly informed, by a rc*spectable 
person wlio saw the house t he same day, that the bok^s 
in the windfnvs were smaller than the stomps found on 
the floor; and Cunte d Kscliery, a passionate admirer 
of Rousseau, and who doubled tin* prize offered l)y the 
Acadiunir Fram^aise, in ITUO, for his ‘ Elogi*,’ affirms, 
in his ‘Melanges de Litt^rature’ (vol. iii., p. and 
154), not only tliat Theresa, who had made herstdl 
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detested by her violent and slanderous tongue, was the 
principal author of the trick, but that Rousseau him- 
self must have been her accomplice, in the hope of 
giving an excuse, and a colour of ])erseeution, to his 
departure from Neufchateh Tlie whole was reduced on 
examination to ‘‘a single pane of glass broken by a 
stone thrown from the outside in the night.” The 
Count gives other anecdotes showing how completely 
Rousseau was the dupe of his own fancies. One is, 
that wlien they passed a night together in the moun- 
tains, lying on some new-mown hay, and askt^d one 
another how they had slept, Jean Jac(|ues said he 
mn er slept and Col. de Pury, one of tlie })arty, 
stopped him by saying hr had envied him the whole 
night, as he lay awake, owing to the fermenting of the 
hay beneath liim, while the sleej>less philosopher 
snor(‘(l without any intermission. Of Theresa the 
(hunt speaks with constant scorn and dislike, as 
of a most silly, vulgar, and mischievous person, having 
only tlui one accomplishment of being a very good cook. 
Rut Rousseau never sulVered her to sit at fcible, though 
he was continually taking the most ignorant and stupid 
tilings she said for proofs of her natural sense. 

It seems lu're the place to observe that Rousseau 
distinctly admits his inn er having felt for a moment the 
least lov(‘ for this poor creature ((Jonfessions, Part ii., liv. 
ix. : (Euv., i., o78) — “ la nioindre e! incelle d'amour.” 
Whatever she may :ii' e felt for him, he tells us 
Inu^ become nearly extinguished long before 17()8, when 
he married her ; imleed his treatment of her, as well 
by torming other attachments as by tearing her live 
infants from her on their birtli, and wliiie she was 
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in the first weakness of childbearing, was quite enough 
to make lier weary of him, if his tem|)er had been far 
less irritable than a diseased bladder, bad stomach, and 
half crazy brain, allowed it to be. That he had a 
great contempt lor her understanding, and no confi- 
dence in her virtue or her disposition, is r[uite j)Iain 
from a letter wliich he wrote her in 1769, and wliich is 
j)reserved. Her complaints of the tiresome life they led, 
and her constant threats of leaving him, appear to have 
given rise to tliis letter, togetlier with a complaint of 
a less delicate kind to which he adverts in plain terms 
enough, but which no otlier pen can well toindi U])on. 
Her conduct in lingland gave the gn^atest olfence to 
Mr. Davenport ; and, among otlier tricks to whicli sin? 
resorted for the purpose of making liousseau susj)e(‘t 
everybody, and thus resolve to quit W'ootton, of whi(’h 
she as cNisily tired as she did of Switzerland, sin? broke 
ojien liis lett(‘rs, and made limi fancy that liis enemies 
had done it. 

Aln?r they <juitted Aeufcliahd, in 176.1, they went to 
live for a few months hi the Ish* St. Pierre, an islet 
in the Jjuc de Ihenin*, belonging to tin? hospital of 
Hern. Here he irnliilged in his botanical pursuits, 
and fancied that In? led a quiet wild Jill?, as in a state 
of nature. The invitation sent through Madann* de 
IJoulllers, from David Hume, to visit Knglaiid, brought 
liim from riis ^rditude. and In? a(’coinpanii?d tin? plii- 
losopher thitln?r. Mr. Davenport soon afterwards 
inviU?d him to inhabit his conveni<?nt mansion ot 
W'ootton in J)erbysliire. A pension of £100 a-year 
was obtained for liim through Mr. Hunn?’s influen.H? 
with the Conway family, and it appears to have been 
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the only overt fu^t of the conspiracy in which lie soon 
believed Mr. Hume had joined to ruin his character for 
ever. Another suspicion proved quite as groundless. 
Horace Walpole having written a jeu d’esprit which 
amused the Parisian circles — a letter from Frederick 
inviting him to Berlin, hut warning him that he never 
would gratify him by any of the piu’secution he so 
greatly delighted in — Rousseau fancied Hume had 
written this, in which he had no hand whah^ver. 

That actual insanity had now undermined his rea- 
son, was become (juite apparent. The most indifferent 
things were (‘onverted into ju'oofs of a conspiracy, the 
ol)ject of which was, if jiossilde, more utterly incompre- 
hensible than that of Grimm and Diderot. In the 
‘Confessions’ he refers to this English ]>lot, and says, 
that “he sees marching towards its e\ec\ition, without 
any resistance, the most i)lack, the most frightful con- 
spinicy that ever was deviled against a man’s memory,” 
(Conf, part ii., lib. xi, ; (Euv., i. 550.) He also fancied 
that th(3 go\ernment, a party to it by granting the pen- 
sion, was preventing him from braving the country ; 
nay, he wrote to General Conway, then ^Secretary of 
State, that he was aware his departure never could be 
suffered. That letter, indeed, is as completely the 
production ol a madman as any that ever was penned 
within the walls of Bedlam. He wrote it from ])( ver, 
whither he ha<l goiu by a rapid journey from Spald- 
ing, in Lincolnshire, naving ^irst gone to Spalding 
from Wootton, to escape his enemies and the agents 
ol government. After living ten montlis in England, 
he came over to France, changing his name to Renou, 
and went to Amiens, where, though he was received 

N 
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with high distinction by every one, and even by the 
authorities of the place, he still felt suspicious and un- 
easy. In autumn, 1767, he went to Trye le {'bateau, 
a place of Prince dc (lonti’s, whei^e he remained a 
year in the same irritable and suspicious state of mind. 
It must be adchid to these undoubted s}'mj)tonis of 
mental disease, that, some years after, and wlien his 
mind had regained eomposure, lie really admitted his 
having Iteen so alleeted. No man eonfess(!s madness 
in terms, even after it lias ceased. \\'e find (leorge 
III., in a lett(‘r to Lord Kldon, in which, after his 
recovery (18()4\ he rcfus(‘d to have his mad doctor 
still about liim, only says, that “ jiatients in a W/cyrw.v 
yecer,’ when well, cannot bear the pn^scuice of those who 
had the care of them in their illness.” (Twiss's Life, 
vol. i., p. 38*2.) 8o Koiisseau sofhmed his admission, 
wlien conversing with IJinma^ilin de St. Pierre: — “ J ai 
mis trop (rhumeur dans mes <|uerelles avec M. Hume; 
mais !e cliinat d’Angleterre, la situation dc ma I'ortune, 
et les jXTSecutions que jc vcnais d’essu\'er, tout me je- 
tait dans la mclancoli<‘.” (L’Arcadie, Preamhuhj.) 

Wlien he quit^c'd Tryc, in June, 1708, he went 
to Grenoble, and s* ;i alter to Jiougciin, in the 
Lyonnais. That vanity was at the bottom of his 
malady, no om^ could doubt, <^ven did no proof exist 
under his hand. Jhit he scrawled, when passing through 
Lv on.'’, a minib<!r of sentences on the door of his hed- 
rooni, and afterwards .‘iont a eojiy of them to a lady 
there: they show that he considered the whole woild 
H.s occuj)ied with him, and all hut kings, bishops, and 
the higher nobility, as liis hitter enemies. (Cor., ii- 
380.) From liougoin he went to Monguin, a village 
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ill the neighbourhood, at the beginning of 17G9, and 
there chose to fall acquainted with a retired olficer, M. 
St. Germain, on whom he forced his most contidential 
friendship, and who told him plainly, that, seeing the 
disordered state of his fam*y, he ])referred his own 
plain sense to all his ])hilosop]iy. 'I'liis woidhy man, 
however, though very religious, and as dilftu-ent from 
him as possilile in his character, conceived that warm 
friendship which so many ])eoj)le felt for him, chiefly 
from the pity which his weakness and misery inspired, 
juirtly from the infantine openness of his heart. Ilis 
letters at this time are all dated in a cypher, like those 
of the Quakers ;* and he begins each letter with four bad 
verses, about men l>eing poor creatures. Nothing can 
be more dull than his correspondence during the two 
years which he sjxmt in this neighbourliood. lie 
could, however, no long^* refrain from tht^ food which 
Paris olU'red to his vanity ; and after resolving to 
visit Chambery, jiartly, he said, to weep over the re- 
collection of Madame <le Warens, who had died while 
he was at Neufchatel, partly to discomfit liis eiuunies, 
])ecaiise they would not know he was there, he all at 
once says, Ne jiarlons plus de Chambery : riionneur 
et le devoir erient, et je irentends ])lus ipie leur voi\.” 
So away he goes to Paris, where he creates, liy his arri- 
val, some sensation, and more by his reading the ^ Con- 
fessioiivS’ in select cin k's ; and this is all the explanation 
ever given of what he meant by ' he calls ol honour and 
duty. From July, ]77(\ when he returned, to iMarch, 
1778, when he removed to Ermenonville,he remained at 


* Thus lor loth .January, 1769. i'.,- 17()9. 
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Paris. With jM. St. Germain he never had a minute s 
dilFerenee of any kind ; yet he entirely gave over 
writing to him lor the last seven years of his life. 
^Vith all his former Iriends he ([iiarrelled ; and half 
a year before his death he wrott* and sent a circu- 
lar, n‘j)rt‘senting himself and his wife as so much re- 
duced tliat they could no longer live out of a work- 
house, and begging to be sent to some hospital, where 
their little income might be used for their support. It 
is plain that he would liave great ly wislied souk* friend, 
some of the supposed conspirators, to send him there 
without liis asking it; l)ut as no oiui thought of doing 
so, the circular was issued. It was all a pretence. 
At Ermeiioiiville, he immediately became so much 
])leased witli the pla(*e, that he began writing, and 
seemed as contented as his nature would allow him 
to be. Two friends, mmd^ attached to liim, and 
alarmed by the tom* of tb(‘ circular, ascertaimnl that it 
was aU a trick — tli(*re no other word to ifive it — a 

trick to attract pity, and ii»ake his piTsecutions be cre- 
dited. \or can any one doubt, tliat had he been 
tak<ni at his word, he would havtj proclaimed the 
grand plot as having »a-irhed its consummation. He 
died smldenly, on tlui :2d ot July, 177lS, a|»))arently of 
ajioplexy, having immediately Indore come home ill 
from a walk, and comj)lained of a pain in the head. 
He had only Im n at l-rmenoiiville si.\ weeks. Ih* was 
buried, at liis own najm^st, on th(i island in tlie lake 
tliere. The report of his suicide was utterly witliout 
foundatif)!!, tliough Madame de Stael, in her clever 
‘Essay’ on bis genius, gives it countenance. It has 
been again and again completely disj)n>ved. 
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In 1790 tile National Asseinlily bestowed a pension 
of 1200 francs on his widow, wliicli tlie ('onveiition, 
in 1793, inennised to 1500, ordering also a statue to 
his memory. The following year his remains w(‘re 
transferred to the Pantheon, with those of \^)ltaire, 
and others of the great men to whom the simple and 
striking inseription of that noble edifice relers.’^ Tin; 
example of l^lris was followed in the othm- towns which 
he had at any time honoured with his residence. His 
statiK^ was erected at Geneva; and at Lyons, (irenoldt% 
JMontpelier, almost wherever he liad dwelt, celelira- 
tions in honour of his memory were had. 

The ])ension, and the interest ol consiilerahle funds 
(nearly 40,000 francs) which the dilfm-ent publishers 
owed her husband, amply provided for his widow. But 
that worthless creature, immediately after his death, 
formed a connexion with an Irishman, a groom of 
M. Girardin, owner of lt.rmenonville. him she 

lived until he had sptmt all her money, and she was 
in her old age reduced to l)eggary. In that state she 
used to take her stand and beg at the door of the 
theatre. She died in 1801, at the age of 80. 

All Rousseau’s works, except his posthumous me- 
moirs, the ^ Confessions,’ we have had occasion already 
to consider. But tluit is, beyond any question, and very 
much bi^yond any comparison, his mast(*r|)iece. 34iere 
is no work in the Fnuich language of wliicli the style 
is more racy, and, in mo. ^ classically pure. But 
i^s dictioji is idiomatical as well as pure. As if he had 
lived long enough away from Geneva to lose not only 


* Aux Grands lloinines, la Patrie Uoconiiais.'Hintt*. 
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all the ])rovincialis]ns of that place, l)ut also to lose all 
its pedantry and precision, he writes both with tlie 
accuracy and elt\^ance of a Frenchman, and with the 
freedom of wit and of genius, even of humour and 
drollery — yes, even of humour and drollery ; for the 
picture of the vulgar young man who supplanted him 
with Madame de Warens shows no mean power of 
caricature; and the slo^tches of his own ludicrous situ- 
ations, as at the concert he gav(^ in the Professor’s 
house at Ijausanne, show the im|)artiality with which 
he could (‘X(U*t this j)ower at liis own jiroper cost and 
charge. Th(‘ subject is often tiresome ; it is almost 
always his own sullerings, and genius, and leelings; al- 
ways, of course, l)ut of that, no complaint can h(» justly 
made, of his own adventures; yet we are carried irnv 
sistibly along, first of all by th<* manifest truth and 

sincerity of the narrative which the fulness of the hu- 
... * ^ 

miliating confessions at every st(*p attests, and thmi, 
and chiefly, by the magical diction, — a diction so idio- 
matica ' and yet so classical — so full of nature and yet 
so retined l>y art — so exquisitidy gra[>hir without any 
effort, and so accommodated to its sul)ject without any 
ba.seness, — that there hardly exisis another example of 
the miracles which c^ :np(»sitiou can perform. 'Phe 
subject is not only wciarisome from its sameness, hut, 
from the al)sur<lities of the author’s conduct, and 
Oj)inions, and irelingj^, it is revolting; yet on we 
go, end. ained nid incapable of leaving it, how ofte?) 
soever wt^ may feel irritated and all hut enrag(Ml. 
''rhe subject is not only wt‘arisome generally, revolting 
frequently, but it is oftentimes low, vulgar, grovelling, 
fitted to turn us away from the coiibunplation with 
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aversion, even with tlisgiist ; yet the diction ot the 
\ great magician is our master ; l)e can impart elegance 
to the most ordinary and mean things, in liis descrip- 
tion of them ; he can elevate the lowest, even the most 
nasty ideas, into dignity hy the witchery of his lan- 
guage. Wc stand aghast after pausing, when we can 
take breath, and taan see over what filthy ground we 
liave been led, but w(! feel the extraordinary power of 
the hand that lias led us along. It is one of Homer’s 
great jiraises, that he ennoldes the most low and homely 
details of the most vulgar life, as when he brings 
Ulysses into the swineherd’s comjtany, and paints tlie 
domestic economy of that unadorned and ignoble pea- 
sant. No doubt the diction is sweet in which he 
xvarbles tliose ordinary strains ; yet the subject, how 
liumble .soever, is pure unso|)histicated nature, with no 
taint of the far more insufferable pollution derived 
from vice. Not so ihiusseau’s subject : lie sings of 
vices, and of vices the most revolting and the most 
base — of vii’es which song never before came near to 
eliwate ; and he sings of tlie ludicrous and the olfensive 
as well as the hateful and the repulsiv«*, yet he sings 
without im|)urity, and eontriies to entrance us in 
admiration. No friumpli so great was ever won by 
diction. The wor'iv in this respt'ct stands alone ; it is 
reasonable to wi.sh that it may have no imitators. 

But is it as faithlid in all particulars as it is striking 
and attractive — as !,rupuloi; ly faithful is the awful 
ehxpience of its commencement ouglit to have kept it 
throughout? In the great majority of instances, it 
certainly is entitled to this praise ; but exceptions, 
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it must be uclmitted, there are. One lias been noted 
resj)ecting his age when he committed tlie great crime 
against his fellow-servant at Turin ; though this is 
rather apparent than real, inasmuch as lu‘ himself has 
furnished the means of detection. — But the ‘ t'orre- 
S[)ondenee’ fre(|uently indicates suppressions in tlie ‘ Con- 
fessions,* especially his better 173*2 to his father, and 
1735 to his aunt; for he there speaks of grave faults 
which he had committed, and of wliich the ' Coides- 
sioiis* give no intimation. It is also certain both that 
his friends rej)resent bis manner of living witli Theresa 
differently from liimself, and that liis hotter to lier 
after tlieir marriage gives an idiNi of her wholly difUu*- 
ent from that conveyed by the ‘ Memoirs.'- Tin* story 
of the attack upon his liousc* at N(*ufchatel, too, is 
(juite a fiction, and must liave be^m, hy tin* evidtmce of 
rEschery, a wilful one. — The account of his laild and 
resolute conduct towards (7>unt de Montaigm^, at 
Venice, is j)rohahly much e\agg(»rated. Xothingc*an he 
more iinlike the rest of his life ; and his h‘ttt‘rs to the 
Foreign Defpartment omit every portion of it, though 
they are very lull on all the otlirn* cinMimstamrs.'' — 
The letter he wrote* to V^oitaire, too, in 1705, saying 
he was “an impmlimt hif’ if he* represented him as 
having been a s(M*vant iiistead <d' Seeretary of Embassy 
at V’^enicig seems somewhat too strong, wlien we find 
liiin, in hi- own letters to the Foreign Department, 
plainly ^’ dling Inmself, ov(t and over again, a “domes- 


^ C’ornpare Conf., Part ii., lib. vii. (<Kuv., i. 299), and Corresp., 
i. (CEiiv., vii.) 
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tiqiie,” and thougli sometimes a secretary, yet s|)eaking 
\p{ the relations between master and domestique in 
J)lain terms.* He drew the distinction Itetween do- 
niestique and valet, indeed ; hut surely he could not 
alter this complain of any one doubting whether he ever 
had been Secretary of Embassy. — It is another great 
discrepancy between his book and his ‘ Correspond- 
ence,’ that while he complains to the Foreign Office 
of being left penniless at Venice, and without the means 
of returning home, he states, in his ‘Confessions,’ 
that at the Consul’s, where he dined the day he ({uitted 
the Embassy, “every jturse at table was opened to 
him,” and he accepted a sum which he mentions, forty 
se»|uins, for the necessary ex|)enses of his journey ; and 
h(^ also gives the names of the two ])ersons who lent 
him the money. j' — The remark seems (piite fair, too, 
as well as oitvious, that from the moment when he 
first formed the plan of reading his book to select 
circles, we lose tlie entire confidence inspired by the 
earlier j)arts of the book ; and though he may not, till 
.after he grew tired of England, and returned to 
Ilougoin, have intended to give these readings at 
Paris, he probal>ly had, for .«ome time before, an idea 
that he should at one jM'riod or other read or show, if 
not publish, them. 

Of his character it is almost as easy to speak Avith 
confidence as of his writings. It seems certain that 
so much genius never was in ui y other man united to 


* Compare Cor., ii. (CKuv., viii., p. 71) and j. (CEuv., vii. .53, p. 
53-59). 

t Conf. and Cor., ib. 
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SO ixiucli weakness. The fruits of an education ex- 
ceedingly neglected, nay, in his earlier years very ill 
directed, were gathered from his youth upwards at 
each stage of his progress ; but many men have been 
as much neglected, and many more spoilt in their 
childhood and boyhood, without ever becoming what 
he was. We are to add, therefore?, to the causes of his 
misery, perhaps of his misconduct, an hereditary dis- 
position to melancholy, to brooding sadly over realities, 
and to indulging in the sad miseries of tlie imagination. 
Nor was tliis all: he formed a kind of system or 
priuri])le for himself of the most unsound nature and 
dangerous consequences, lie seems to have thought 
that the free indulgence of the feelings was a duty as 
well as a privilege, and never to have doubted that 
those feelings which naturally arise in the breast arc? 
therefore innocent and right. The only c?vil whieli 
he could [cerceive was in their rc'straint; and as even 
to regulate them is to restrain, he not only rc^gardc'd 
such self-government as supcudluous, but as liurtful. 
The current was in his view pure and liarmless ; the 
obstacles wh’ch liroke its course*, the dyke s whic*h con- 
fined it, the canals whicli guided it, were the? only ob- 
jec3ts of aversion and of blame. It is obv ious to ask if 
he vvlio had iindc‘rtak<*n tr write u|»c)n c*dueation a work 
of much bmglh and elaboiati^ liad ev(?r observt*d tlie 
workings of our luiture in infants, in vc*ry young cliil- 
dren. It is a l)ranc*h of the subject which he? seems 
never to have studied; else la* must liave seen how 
the mere eniiual pre dominates at that age. At first 
pure selfislmess prevails, and indulgence of every a|)- 
jietite is tin? i de. Next suc<*eeds, with nearly equal 



KOUSSEAU. 


187 


selfishness, fear as soon as any restraint is applied, and 
fear invariably gives rise to the protection of falsehood. 
All natural proj)ensitics are eagerly indulged ; all re- 
straint is distasteful. Among others, the love of truth 
is a restraint imposed l)y tuition, and like all restraints, 
it is a violence to natural })ropensities. Now Rousseau 
erected into his rule of conduct the self-indulgence 
which the rules of reason and virtue ])roscribe alike. 
The divinity he worshipped was sentiment, feeling, 
often amiable, often reasonable, sometimes contrary to 
reason, sometimes inconsistent with virtue ; and always, 
when indulged in excess, otfending against reason, and 
leading to oUences against virtue. Whoever reads his 
^ Confessions’ must perctuve that he never could conceive 
he was acting wrong when he was following the bent 
of his feelings ; scarcely that he was acting imprudently 
when he was sacrifudng to them his own plainest and 
highest interests. To such a pitch was his folly on 
this ])oint, this cardinal ])oint, carried, that we find 
him unable to conceive how any one could ever re- 
j)roach a man with his worst crimi's after he had once 
openly avowed tlnun, or rather after he had allowed 
cmdaiii things to be wrong ; for, having admitted in 
the ‘ Emile ’ that whoever under any }u*etext or from 
any motive whatever withdrew from the performance 
of his ])arental duties, must expect ever after to weej) 
bitterly over his fault (.vu Jaiitr), he declares that it 
‘‘was sur])rising any person after such an avowal could 
ever have the courage reproach him with the fault’’ 
(ffiute) of sending hi.> five inta its to tlu' Foundling 
Hospital. lie altogetlier forgets that the courage ol 
making sucli confessioiis,even liad they been much more 
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full and specific, instead of being any defence to ward 
off the punishment of universal reprobation, was a vir- 
tue of an ecjuivocal kind, and might be taken as easily 
for callous iinj)udence as for since re penitence. 

The natural result of the system on which his moral 
feelings were built, was that the most undeviating self- 
ishness took possession of his whole vsoul. Self- 
indulgence was his rule — self-restraint his abhorrence. 
The sophistry with which he so constantly seeks to 
cover over tliis vice is jntiable when it is not ridiculous. 
For many years he had almost ceased even to write to 
Aladame de Warens ; and for above two years after his 
removal to AYuifchatel, the last years of her miserable 
life, she was, as he too well knew, plunged in the 
depths of misery — she who had supported him while 
she had a farthing to give — slie to whom lie owed his 
wliole existence for the hrst ten years and the most des- 
titute of his life — she for whom he had so often avowed, 
and also felt, the most tender affection, and who had 
ever treated him like an anxious mother — not only did 
he remain for thos<3 two years a day’s journey from her 
residence without ever repairing to see and to console, 
if he could not relieve and reclaim her, but he. never 
gave her the comfort of a letter to show he still bore 
her image in his heart — and why ? because he feared 
to sadden her heart (^coninster non veeur^ with the 
story of his disasters!”* — As if she had not real disas- 
ters of her own — as if the straw' on which she was 
perishing of want offered not wherewithal to touch 
her moie nearly than the tale of his fancied wrongs 

* Conf. and Cor., 600, 
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and trumpery persecutions ! The least sagacity is 
enough to pierce through this flimsy veil of hypocriti- 
cal cant. Every one sees that he was unwilling to in- 
terrupt his own enjoyments l>y the sight of her misery, 
and therefore did not repair to Chambery — that he 
was unwilling to interrupt his walks, or his readings, 
or his writings, or his musings, and therefore did not 
write letters that might have led to asking assistance 
which he did not choose to give. 

The sentiment of religion, if not its principles, was 
deeply impressed on his mind; he never could endure 
the infidelity of the dTIolbacli circle, nor even the 
modifled infidelity of Voltaire. It is indeed made the 
main ground of his charges against him. Though he 
himself aimed deadly blows, and with malice afore- 
thought, at Revelation, he was as intolerant of Vol- 
tainf s sneers and scoifs as if he had been the most pious 
of men ; Jind as if of too pure eyes to liehold such ini- 
(juity, he refused even to read ‘ Caiidide,’ though he says 
it was written in answer to his own ‘ l^^tter on Evil.’ 
To trifle with so sacred a subject, therefore, was in 
his eyes a crime of a deep dye. To shelter himself 
from temporal power by spiritual, to make a gain by 
belief, was to liim a vice of a more vile and sordid 
aspect still. Yet did he, with his eyes open and his 
understanding uncontrolled, change his religion twice 
— becoming a Catholic for the hope of an income, a 
Protestant for the rank of a burgess, when probably he 
neither at the one cha nge nor the other was a Christian 
at all ; and at a subsequent pe iod, long after he had 
proclaimed his iinbelu‘f to the world, he went through 
the mockery of taking the sacrament in the hope of 
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screening himself from annoyances or of reconciling 
himself to the favour of the Calvinists at Geneva. No 
more selfish and unprincipled conduct can be easily cited 
of any man who had Rousseau’s deep feelings of the im- 
portance properly attached to all religious subjects. 

The crime of his life which is most dwelt upon, and 
can never be held up to sufficient execration, has been 
already more than once referred to ; it was entirely the 
result of the same selfish disposition, the same confirmed 
incapacity to see or feel any other existence than his own. 
What incurable folly to suppose that any one could be 
duped, or that he was himself dujMid, by the ])retence 
of his having an insufficient income, and being unwill- 
ing that his children should !)e brought up in penury ! 
How could a man of ordinary refiection avoid ]»erceiv- 
ing a refutation of his defence each time that he swal- 
lowed a morsel moi'e palut:d>le than bread and water ? 
How could a man of ordinary feeling avoid tasting in 
each such morsel the bitterness of an asp’s gall ! Rut 
his circumstances mended — he becaiiu; j)Ossessed of 
money — ^did he endeavour to repair the mischief he 
had done? He hardly allowed Madame de Luxem- 
bourg to make inquiry as to one of his exposed chil- 
dren, and after none of them did he himself ever in- 
quire. He was determined to lead his own life of 
misery, and vanity, and self-indulgence, uninterrupted 
by the cries or the cluiins of a family, the bringing of 
whom into the world waji his own act, also an act of 
self-indulgence. 

A part of this Ixis moral nature, and a material part 
of it, was his vanity, fH5rhaps greater than ever had 
dominion over a highly gifted mind. That this was 
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the point, as not unfrequently happens, upon which 
the insanity turned which clouded some of his later 
years, is certain ; but no less certainly may we perceive 
its malignant influence through the whole of his 
course. He laboured under a great delusion upon this 
subject ; for he actually conceived that he had less 
vanity than any other person that ever existed ; and 
he has given expression to this notion. The ground 
of the delusion j)lainly was, that he often forgot this 
indulgence in pursuit of others ; and also, that he had 
less shame than other men in unveiling his faults and 
frailties, when their disclosure ministered to any ruling 
j)roj)ensitv, not seldom when it fed that same vanity 
itself. Hut no one can read his account of the fancies 
he took in his early years, and not perceive how strik- 
ingly the love of distinction prevailed in him even 
then, and while his exi‘'tence was perfectly obscure. 
The displays that captivated him, excited his envy, and 
even led to his uncouth attempts at imitation, were not 
the solid qualities or valuable acquirements of those he 
saw at Annecy or at Turin, but the base tricks and 
superficial accomplishments of a Bader and a Venture, 
jierformers of the lowest order, but who, he perceived, 
Avere followed by public applause. Jjater in life he 
seems to have been almost insensible to any existence 
but his own, or when he could believe in that of exter- 
nal objects, it was always in reference to himself ; and 
at last this feeling reached the morbid temperature of 
fancying that he ami his com*erns were the only thing 
about which all other men ‘ared, and with which 
all were occupying themselves; thus absorbing in self- 
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contemplation all the faculties and all the feelings of 
his own mind.* 

That with all his failings and all his faults, he could 
win his way to many hearts, is easily to be understood; 
for, beside the genius, and latterly the fame, which 
dazzled beholders, some of his weaknes.ses w'ere of a 
kind that interested benevolent natures, partly through 
compassion, partly from the o])enness and infantine 
simplicity with which they were attended ; and as long 
as he did not conceive the susjdcions which generally 
broke out sooner or later, none of those weaknesses 
were of a kind which oftended others. The interest 
which not only kindly natures, like that of the Lux- 
embourgs, and such good-humoured comjtanions as 
David Hume, but such stern jiersonages as l:?t. J jambert, 
St. (jcrinain, Lord Mareschal, took in him and his 
fortunes, is a sufficient illu^jtration of these remarks; 
but it may be doubted if that interest could have sur- 
vived such a full disclosure as we now have of his 
defects since his deatli. 

In society he must ha^c been, when his mind was 
sound and his irritability calmed, and his painful con- 
stitutional maladies soothed or intermitted, f a very 

♦ Perliaps the most extranrdinary creation of fancy in which his 
morbid vanity indulgiHi, was luo believing that he perceived a marked 
increase of llnine’s popularity at Paris in consetjnence of his hav ing 
asked flonsseuu’s company on his journey to London ((Knv., viii. 
166, and again in his crazy letter to Hume himselL ib. 186), and 
this while he was con’plaining of having no supporters, and <#f all 
nieti being his enemies ! 

f He had not only a bladder complaint and a hemorrhoidal ma- 
la^ly, but wiJts for years 8U[)posed to have the stone. On Ids being 
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pleasing mixture, possibly a delightful companion. He 
greatly underrates himself in this particular. It is true, 
as he frequently says, that his shyness often made him 
a])pear dull, often gave birth to absurd sayings, and 
even grotes([ue conduct ; it is also ])Ossibly true that 
he was not ready in repartee, which he expressed by 
saying “ Qu’il avait Tesprit un (jiiart d’heure apres 
tout le luonde.” Yet we have a strong testimony to 
the charms of his conversation in the words of .a re- 
spectal)le witness, M. Dussaulx, who, speaking of a 
|>arty he gave to liousseau, among others, in 1771, ex- 
claims A <[uel(|ue images pres, mon Dieu, r|u’il fut 
aimable ce jour la! — tantdt enjoue, tantot sublime. 
Avant le diner il nous donnait k (juel([uesuns les plus 
innocentes anecdotes consignees dans les ‘ ("onrcssions.* 
IMusieurs d’entre nous les connaissaient deja ; mais il 
silt Itnir donner une jdiysiognomie nouvelle, et plus de 
mouvement (mcore (luetTans son livre. J ose dire (juHl ne 
s(* connaissait j)as lui-meme lorsqifil pivtendait (|ue 
la nature lui avait refuse le <lon de la parole. La soli- 
tude sans doute avait concentre ce talent en lui-ineine; 
mais dans ces moments d’abandon, et lorsque rien ne 
rotfusquait, il debordait coinme un torrent imjadueux 
(jue rien ne rcsiste."* 

It is never permitted to vindicate, or even to palli- 
ate, crimes by citing the defects of j)h\>ical temjjcra- 
ment ; no courst* can be more dangerous to virtue ; and 
where the reason is only undermined by indulgence. 


soandiMl, in 1762, tliis was bund to be u mistake : li.? was, however, 
found to have a scirrhous prostate gland. 

♦ De ines Rapports avec J. J. Rousseau, p. 99. 
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by weaknesses whicli exertion and self-restraint might 
in time have extirpated or counteracted, the excuse 
which is sometimes made of mental disease likewise 
fails, llousseau’s malady was probably of this descrip- 
tion ; but weaknesses are to be palliated, if not pitied, 
by a view of bodily sutterings such as he certainly en- 
dured ; and as far as irritable temjier and restless dis- 
j)Osition are concerned, let no one severely blame them, 
or even lof'k down too proudly on the conduct which 
they prompted, without reflecting charitably and com- 
passionately upon the diseased stat<; in which much of 
his life was passed, ancl considering in common fair- 
ness how much less im|»atient and irritable; he would 
himself have proved under the same infliction. 


APPENDIX. 

It appears from the whole correspondence with M. de iSt. 
(jerniain, whicli I have seen, that two or threi; letters not 
publislied were written to him by llousscau after his arrival 
in Paris, 1770 and 1771. Irom that lirnc to his death, in 
177S, none appear. 

The following ejiitaph on Voltaire by Rousseau has not, as 
it seems, ever before boon published. It may appear some- 
what to (|uidify the jiraise ’lestovvcd on the latter for his treat- 
ment of that great man; ancliliough written with spirit, is ex- 
tremely unjust. 

“ riu.M brl psprit <jno p*un(l jxonio, 
iSun.s loi, Tnfi'ur*^, pt. san.s vprtu ; 

1) M. mort il a vppu, 

Couvert (Ip gloire pt (rinfainie.” 
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Greatly distinguished as the }>eople of Great liritaiii 
had ever been for tlieir acliieveinents in all the other 
walks of literature and science, it is certaiii tliat tliere 
never had appeared among them any historian of emi- 
nences before the middle of the eighteemth century, '^i'he 
<!ountry of IJacon, of Newton, of Locke, of Napier — 
the country of Milt»n, of Shakspeare, and Buchanan 
—of Dry den, Swift, Bolingbroke — had as yet nothing 
more to produce as the riviil of ancient historical fame 
than the crude and ])artial annals of Buchanan, 
great only as a poet, and the far more classical and less 
prejudiced political Memoirs raiher than ‘History’ of 
Clarendon. While Italy had her Davila and 
Guicciardini, and France lier Thuanus (Du Thou), 
this island was nearly unknown for any native annals, 
and a Frenchman (Hapin de Tlioyras) had provided 
the only ‘ History of England which any one could 
find readable, nor in reading that could he atfect to 
find pleasure. It was reserved for two natives of 
Scotland to remove such an unhappy peculiarity, and 
to place our fame ir this important walk of literature 
upon a level with on ; tminen^. ^ in all its other depart- 
ments. j\Ir. Ilume Ijcst entered the field: and though 
his is by no means the work on which tlie historical 

o “2 



merit of tlie country mainly rests (for lie had neither 
the impartiality nor the jtatience of the historical 
office), yet he is decidedly to be praised as having been 
the first to enter the field with the talents of a fine 
writer, and the habits of a jdiilosophic irupiirer. 

David Hume was liorii at p]dinburgh, in April, 
1711. He was the younger son of Mr. Ilume ol 
A^ineweils, in the county of Berwick, and related to 
Earl Hume’s, or Home’s, family ; his mother was the 
daughter of Sir David Falconer, l^ord President, and 
niece of Lord Halkerston, one of the Judges, ot th(i Court 
of Session. His father dying soon after his birth, his 
guardians intended him for tin? bar ; but he tells us tliat 
while he was supposed to be poring over \’^oet and Vin- 
ning, he was secretly devouring the’pages of Cicero and 
Virgil.” He neglected Greek in his early years, and had 
to mak(i up for this deficiency, with some labour, in alter 
life. 

The fortune of his father, to whicli his eldest bro- 
ther Joseph succeeded, was inconsiderable ; and his own 
portion being necessarily very small, it was deemed expe- 
dient, as lie refiised to be a lawyer, that he should exert 
himself in some other way to provide for his supjiort. 
He was therefore sent to a mercantile house at Bristol, 
in 1734 ; but he found the drudgery of this employ- 
ment intolerable, and he retired to Rheims, in the 
north of France, determined, while he jirosecuted his 
favourite studi»\s, to sujiply, ])y rigorous economy and 
a life of abstinenc;', the want of fortune. From 
Rheims he removed to La Fleche, in Anjou, and there 
wrote his ''JVeatise on Human Nature.’ It was pub- 
lished in 1737, and fell, as he says, still-born from the 
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press. lie afterwards distributed it into separate? 
‘ Essays/ wliich, with additions, he published in 1742, 
and it had more success. 

After his first j)ublication he rtitired to his bro- 
ther’s house, and lived so ha])pily there among his 
books that he afterwards says, in a letter to ])r. Robert- 
son, that he should never have left it, had not his 
brother’s marriage made a change in the family. 
Although he ajipears to hav(‘ felt much more and 
much earlier than liobertson the love of literary fame, 
his first work having been published when he was only 
26, while the "History of Scotland ’ only appeared in 
the autlior’s fkStli year, yet manifestly the same love of 
literary ])ursuits for their own sake, the desire of 
knowledge, the indulgence of a speculative turn, and 
meditating on the events of past times and on the sys- 
tems of former in<[uirers, appears to have been the 
mainsjadng of both their movements ; and Hume was 
happy in being allowed to gratify these strong pro- 
jamsities of his nature. 

The last Manpiess of Annandale was a person of 
weak intellect. 44iough neither insane nor idiotic, he 
rcipiired the conij)any of a friend, as his imbecility ex- 
cluded him from society, and he was not ill enough to 
require the care of a keeper. Mr. Hume, in 1745, ac- 
ce[)ted this situation, as a large salary was very natu- 
rally given to induce him. Rut after a year’s resi- 
dence, finding, as we see from the late publication of 
some querulous letters very little like his ordinary cor- 
respondence, that In? could no longer submit to such a 
life, he left this occiijnition, and was fortunate enougli to 
receive an invitation immediately after of a very dilferent 
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kind. It was to attend, as private secretary, General 
St. Clair (uncle of Lord Loughborough, and great- 
uncle of the late J^ord Rosslyn), whose family has 
always been h()noura1)ly distinguished by their love of 
literary society. The General was appointed to com- 
mand an expedition, at first destined for the comjuest 
of Canada, but afterwards very unwis<dy, and with no 
result any more than any rational design, diverted to 
the folly of making an incursion on the coast of 
France. The following year, 1717, he accom[)anied 
the (icncrul on liis einhassy to the courts of Vienna 
and Turin. This mission was of a niilitjiry nature, 
and the jdiilosoplier tells us that he was not only 
Secretary, but Aide-de-canij), with two military men 
— Captain, afterwards General, (Jrant, and Sir Henry 
Erskine, afterwards a General officer also, and who mar- 
ried the Ambassador's sister. These two years, 1746 
and 1747, formed the only interruption ever given to 
his studies ; hut they appear to have sati.sfied him in 
one important ])articular ; for, “ not only,” he says, “ I 
passed tlii' j)eriod of time agreeably and in good com- 
pany, hut my appointments with I’rugality had made 
me reach a fortune which I called indcjMjndent, though 
most of Jiiy friends were incihKi to smile when I said 
so ; in .short, 1 was now u..ister of near a thousand 
pounds.” 

While he was at Turin, his ‘ Inquiry concerning the 
Human Understanding’ was published in London. It 
was the ‘Treatise on Human Nature’ presented in a new 
form, and was not much more sum:ssful than its pre- 
decess(ir ; hut he neverthelesss Ix'gan to [»erceive syn>p- 
toms of his hooks coining into notice ; “ for," says he, 
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“I found, by Dr. Warburton’s railing, that they are 
beginning to be esteemed in good company.” Return- 
ing to Scotland, he again resided with his brother, 
and wrote his ‘ Political Discourses,’ which were 
published in 1752, and immediately excited much 
attention. " The work was,” he says, “ well received 
both at home and abroad.” But he pul)lished, the 
same year, the ‘ Inquiry concerning the Princijtles of 
Morals,’ w'hich “ came,” he says, “ unnoticed and unob- 
served into the world though he adds, that “ in his 
own opinion it is incomparably the best of all his 
writings, historical, philosojdiical, or literary.” It is 
plain, then, that neither in their original forms of trea- 
tises, forms three times varied, nor when broken down 
into sejtarate essays, did his metaphysical and theo- 
logical speculations succeed so I’ar as even to obtain 
any attention. This is the more surjtrising, that 
beside the great ingenuity and novelty of some 
theories u liieli they contain, they are tinged through- 
out with an excessive scepticism upon all subjects of a 
religious nature, and ujton some with an o]>enly pro- 
fessed unbelief, which might have been expected to ex- 
cite indignation, and so rescue the writings from 
neglect. The ‘ Essays, Moral and Metaphysical,’ are 
the form in which we now' read these s|Ma‘ulations, 
and a life of Hume which should not speak of their 
merits would be imperfect, as they certainly hav<‘ 
long obtained *^he full share of celebrity w hich was at 
first denied them. 

To refuse these w'ell-kno’. m Essayr the praise of 
great subtilty, mucb clever argument, some successful 
sarcasm, and very considerable originalitj’, i.s impos- 
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sible ; but a love of singularity, an aversion to agree 
with other men, and particularly with the bulk of the 
j)eople, prevails very manifestly throughout the work ; 
and we may recollect that it is the author's earliest pro- 
duction, the ‘'Frealise on Human Nature,’ which formed 
the basis of the whole, having been written before 
his six and twentieth year, at an age when the distinc- 
tion of differing with the worlti, the i)oldn(‘ss ot 
attacking oj»inions held sacred by mankind at large, is 
apt to have most charms for vain and ambitious minds. 

Accordingly, he linds all wrong in the opinions 
whieli me)i generally enterlaimal, whether upon mo- 
ral, metaphysical, or theological subjects, and he 
jaishes liis theories to an extriune point in almost 
every instance. Thus, that we only know tlnr con- 
nexion l»etwt*eii ev(‘nts by their succession oik* to ano- 
tli(*r in point of time, and that what we term causa- 
tion, the relation of cause and elll*ct, is really only the 
constant precedence of om* <‘V(‘nt, act, or thing to 
another, is now admitted by all r(*asoners ; and we 
owe to Mr. Hume the discovery, it may l»e well called, 
of this important trutli. Jhit lie v. ill not stoj) h(;re: 
lie must deny that: tlK*n.* can be sucli a thing as 
oiKi act, or ellect, or event causing another: he must 
liold tliat there can lie no *'Ur]i tiling as causation, no 
such thing as power ; he must discard from our 
lielief those ideas which all men in all ages have 
held so distiiK'tly, and so universally, as to have given 
them names, spta*if ajipellatiuns, in all languages. 
He denies all coniK.-xion. all inlluenee, all power, and 
holds it iin:)OSsihle that any such things should he — 
that any rational meaning should belong to such words. 
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— In like manner, every one is ready to admit the 
solidity of the distinction which lie takes l)etweeii 
the impressions of memory and those of imagination. 
Hut tliis won’t satisfy him ; he will have? all belief to con- 
sist merely in this dilfereiice, and that we only believe or 
disbelieve any thing or any event according as our 
minds have a more or less vivid idea of it from 
memory, or from sensation, than from imagination. — In 
like manner, while no objection could be taken to his 
holding that a miracle is, prinia fucie, to be regarded 
incredibhi, bt^cause it is much more likely, and much 
more according to the laws of nature, that human tes- 
timony should deceive us, even that men's senses should 
delude them, than that those laws should be sud- 
denly and violiMitly susj)endc‘d, yet he will not be 
satisfied unless we go a great stej) farther, and admit 
not merely the improbability but the impossibility of 
miracles, as if the weight of testimony never could 
be so accumulated as to make it more unlikely, more a 
miracle, that it should be false, than that the alleged 
deviation from the laws of nature should have taken 
])lace.* Indeed, had he lived to see the late discoveries in 
Fossil Ostelogy, he would have been j>lacediu a complete 
dilemma; for tlu^se plainly show, that at one remote 
])eriod in the history of the globe there was such an in- 
terposition of creative power as could alone lorm man 
and other animals not previously existing ; and thus he 
must either haye distrusted the evidence ol thousands 

* III tlu first part of the ‘ Essay ’ t is (pialilication is intriHluceil, 
but the seeunul part rmi. Ily asserts the al)M)lute impossibility, ou 
the gTouiul of the laws of nature being' broken. 
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now alive, and even of his own senses, the phenomenon 
being visible daily, or heinusthave admitted the miracle 
of creation ; that is, the interposition ofal)eing powerful to 
susjiend the existing order of things, and make a new one. 

It is by no means correct to affirm, as some do, and 
Mr. Hume himself among the number, that his writ- 
ings are only sceptical. Many of them amount merely 
to doubts ; but some, under the mask of doubts, are 
essentially dogmatical. Indeed, some of his specula- 
tions are upon subjects which cannot be treated scepti- 
cally ; for the question in these cases being whether 
we have evidence or not of the position, whoever 
maintains the negative denies the position. 'J’hus, to 
take the most important example of all, the argument 
upon Providence and a Future State is of this very 
character. Fhe question, and none other equal in im- 
portance can exercise the human faculties, is, whether 
we have or not, by the light of nature, sullicient evi- 
dence to make us Ixdieve in a Deity and the .'foul’s 
Immortality. Ilis argument is, not th.it tlu're is any 
doubt on the subje<;t, but th.it we h.ive no such evi- 
dence ; consequently his position must be that there 
is no ground lor believing in a (Jod ora Future State. 
It is easv to say Mr. Iltiine was not an atheist ; and 
that neither he nor any man can in oiu' sense of the 
word be an atheist is certain. If by denying a (Jod we 
mean believing that his non-existeni'e is ju-oved, thens 
neither ks nor can be an atheist, la-cause tlu-n; cannot 
possibly be coiicei d any demonstration of that nega- 
tive proposition. To prove that a man asserted to be 
in existeni e, exists not, we must i.-ither show that he 
once existed, and has ceased to exist, or that he never 
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existed, l)iit more certainly the former than the latter, 
because the former alone can be considered to leave 
the proposition quite certain. Now, clearly this kind 
of proof is inconceivable as to a Deity ; consequently 
no man in this sense can be an atheist, if his under- 
standing be sound. But we really im^aii by atheist as 
contradistinguished from sceptic, one who holds that 
there exists no evidence of a Deity, as contradistin- 
guished Irom him who only entertains doul)ts on the 
sulqect — dou])ts whether there be evidence or no. 
]\Ir. Hume’s argument, if solid, shows that there is no 
evidence, and not that then* are doubts : consequently 
the inference from his argument is, not that we have 
reason fon doubting whether or not there is proof, but 
tliat we have no ])roof, and, thend'ore, if consistent 
with ours(‘lves, admitting his argument, we must not 
believe; that is, we must disl)elieve. In the ordinary 
sense* of the word, and as far as it is possible for the 
tiling to exist, this is atheism, not scepticism. On 
miracles, no one lias ever contended that the author’s 
doctrine amounted only to scepticism. Ih* does not doubt 
at all — he denies, and not only dtmies negatively that 
any miracle was ever proved by evidence, but alfirms 
positively that none ever can lie so jiroved. His whole 
argument goes to this ; and between the impossibility 
of a miracle ever liaving been jHudoriued, and the total 
want of evidence of a Deity by the light of nature, we 
are hdt not to doubt, but to deny both providence and 
a luture state. The one argument sliows su{H*rnafural 
evidence to be impossible; it shuts out light from 
above: the other shows natural evidence to be non- 
existent ; it shuts out light from the world around 
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US. The two together amount to plain and praeticjil 
atheism, as far as such a belief is compatible with 
sanity of mind. 

Of the ‘ Political J)iscoiirses it would be difficult 
to speak in terms of too great commendation. They 
combine almost every excellence which can belong to 
such a j)erforniance. The reasoning is clear, and unin- 
cumbered with more words or more illustrations than 
are necessary for bringing out the doctrim*. The 
learning is extensive, accurate, and profound, not only 
as to systems of jdiilosopliy, but as to history, whether 
modern or ancient. I'lie subje(‘ts are most happily 
chosen ; the language is elegant, precise*, and vigo- 
rous ; and so ?i(lmiral)ly are the to|)ie’s selectt;d, that 
there is as littb^ of dryness in tlit*s(* line* <‘ssays as if 
the subject were not scientific ; and we rise from tlu‘ir 
])erusal scarce aide to b<*lieve* that it is a work of phi- 
losophy we hav(‘ been reading, having all tin* whiles 
thought it a lK)ok of curiosity and entertainment. 
The great m(*rit, however, of these discourst's, is their 
originality, and the new sy.->tc*m of politics and politi- 
cal economy which thc*y unfold. .Mr. Hume is, beyond 
all doubt, the author of the mod«*rn doctriiu's which 
now rule tlu! world of sciei.ee, v hich are to a great 
extent the guid(» of pra ^’cal statesnam, and are only 
prevamfeal iVom being ajipliod in their lullest <*xtent to 
the affairs of nations, hy tin* clashing interests and the 
ignorant pp*’)udici*s of rau'taiii powerful classes ; for no 
one deserving tin* name of b*gislator pretends to douht 
the soundness of the theory, although many hold that 
the error of our j>redecess(>rs re<|uire a slow reeourse to 
right princijde in conducting the practical Imsincss of 
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the world. The ])eculi:ir lelieily of the author in distri- 
buting his doctrines as the sul)jects of sej>arate essays, 
whereby he (ivoided the repulsive forms of a treatise, 
and yet moulding these separate treatises into one 
body and one liarmonious system, cannot be too much 
admired, \^"e read tlniin as different and as short 
works on various subjticts ; but we perceive at each 
step that we are guided l>y the same genius, — that one 
spirit of iiKpiiry jiervades tlie wliole — one view of 
human society and of national interests is taken 
throughout — one sagacious unfolder of truth, one 
accurate and l)old discoverer of popular error, is at 
work in each discourse ; and it is certain that Dr. 
Smith’s cel(*brated work, with all its great merits, is 
less of a regular system tlian the detaclied essays of 
Mr. 11 uim?. Th(i originality of tlie latter's opinions is 
wholly undiuiiable : they were pul)lishcd full fourteen 
y(*ars befon* tlie ‘ M ealth of Xations/ 

xVs for his ‘Iiujuiry concerning the Principles of 
Morals,' of which he liad himself formed so hiijh an 
estimate, this is indeed a very t»xcellent work, and ap- 
ptNars well to deserve tlie opinion jiroiiounced ujion it 
by the autlior, altliough liis ‘Political Discourses’ 
may be superior in the originality and importance of 
their views. Jiut the composition of the ‘ In((uiry ’ is 
more careful and better elaborated than that of his 
other philosojdiical writings, at the same time that 
it loses none of the ease or grace by wliich his m.in- 
ner is always so ren.arkably distinguished. There is 
in tliis treatise a co|>lousness and feliciry of illus- 
tration rarely anywhere else to be found ; and it is 
lull of learned allusions and references, showing 
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the various and extensive reading in whicdi he 
had indulged. Nor is it the least remarkable fea- 
ture of the work, that though preferred by liiin 
before all the otlier productions of liis genius, it 
contains nothing at all even bordering upon seej)- 
tical opinions. On the contrary, he reprobates the 
selfish system of morals, and is a strenuous advocate of 
that which recognises the benevohmt feelings, and 
traces human con(lu(‘t to a desire of enjoying their 
gratification. Of utility he largely stattis the importance, 
but rather as one lt‘ading motive than as the sob* source 
of either our actions or our judgments upon tliem ; and 
assuredly botli in this and the other branches of the 
argument a wider departure from the commonly 
rec(‘ived standard of morals may he seen in tlie philo- 
sophy of Paley than in tliat of the ‘ IiKpiiry.’ 

In the same year that he p\ihlislied the ‘ Poli- 
tical Kssays,’ 17o*2, lie was appointed their libra- 
rian by the Faculty of Advocat(*s. obtained this 

place after a very severe contest, in which the* ut- 
most force of th(* j»arty op[- )Sed to his known i^pinions 
was brought to bear in favour of his antagoni>t. The 
emoluments of the oflice were not above fifty pounds 
a-year ; but tlie violence of the parties was propor- 
tioned to their zi*al lor and against the prim*iphis of 
the candidates; and I lind m his unpulilishtai lelh*rs 
curious indic^ations of his an\i<*ty for success, and of liis 
delight at the victory which he gaimal, chiefly, In^says, 
through tlie assist .rice o! the younger members of the 
Scottish bar and of tlie ladies of Kdinburgh. “ I'hen^ 
is nothin;.,;/’ he say.s, in a letter to his intimate* friend 
Dr. Clephane, then a pliysician in London, “ since the 
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rebellion (1745), that ever so much drew tli(j attention 
of this town, except Provost Stuart’s trial ; and there is 
scarce a man whose friendship or aciiuaiiitance I could 
desire, wlio has not given me undoubted proofs of liis 
concern and regard.” His adversary was Mr. Kenneth 
Mackenzie, professor of civil law in tlie University of 
Edinburgh.'^ 

Although the salary of the olhee whicli he thus ob- 
tained was inconsiderable, the situation for a literary 
man was very desiral)]e. He thus liad consbint and easy 
access to an excellent library. This induced him to 
undertake a work which lu? thought much wanted, a 
classical history of England ; but he was afraid of at- 
t(‘inpting it on so extiuisive a scale as to ])egin at the 
earliest |)erio(l, and continue it for seventeen cen- 
turies ; and he therefore confined himself at first to 
the Stuarts, commen(‘ing with the accession of James I., 
and closing with the expulsion of his grandson 
James 1 1., at the revolution of IGSS. This work made 
two volumes, of which one w’as published in 1751, and 
.another in 1750. He entertained a sanguine expecta- 
tion that his first volume, containing the reigns of 
J.iiues I. and Charles 1., would have met with a favour- 
al>le niception ; and we find the gnninds of his con- 
iidiuice stated in one of his letters to Dr. Clephane. 
His eh‘(*tion was in February, 175*2, and in the follow- 
ing January he must have made great progress ; for he 
thus describes his having already consulted his friends 

* It is siiijrvilai that a < . ilrst and \ic'ti)ry whic h onoo s«) muc h 
nr-upicul him, and which im' rcijfjirdcd «»s the battle' and the* triumph 
of his frcH^ opinions ovc'r b..;otry, is not even glaiuvcl at in his ‘ Life' 
of himself. 
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upon his performance : — " As there is no happiness,” 
he says, “ without occupation, I have begun a work 
which will em})loy me several years, and which yields 
me much satisfaction. ’Tis a history of Britain, from 
the union of the crowns to the present time. I have 
already printed the reign of King James. My friends 
flatter me (by this I mean that they do not flatter me) 
that I have succeeded. You know that there is no 
path of honour on the Englisli Parnassus more vacant 
than that of history. JStyle, judgment, imj>ar(iality, 
ease, every thing is wanting to our historians ; 
and even J{a|>in, during bis latter period, is ex- 
tremely deficient. I make my work very conci.se, 
after the manner of the ancients. It divides into 
three very moderate volumes — one to end with the 
death of Charles I., the second at the Revolution, tlie 
third at the Accession, 1714; for I dare come no 
nearer the j)r(;sent times. The work will neither 
jdease the Duke of Bedford nor James Frazer, but I 
hope it will please you and posterity.” — " I was, I 
own,” he says in his account of his life, “sanguine in 
my expectations of the success of this work. I thought 
I was the only hi.storian that had at once negletded 
present power, interest, and authority, and the cry of 
popular prejudices ; and as the subject was suited to 
my capacity, I expected j»ropor*ionate success.” 

But whatever might be the want of such a work, 
and how much soever he relied on his superior (|ualifi- 
cations for tlie ta^’., lie was doomed to a bitter dis- 
appointment. “ 1 was assaulted,” says he, “ by one 
cry of rejiroach, disapprobation, and even detestation. 
English, Scotch, and Irish, W’^hig and Tory, church- 
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num and sectary, freotli inker and religionist, patriot 
and courtier, united against the man who had pn*- 
siiined to shed a generous tear for the fate of (Charles I. 
and the Earl of Straflord.*’ Hut the singularity of 
the case, and the great mortification of the Jiuthor, 
was this : that with all the universal clamour, all the 
storm did not save him from neglect ; it subsided 
as quickly as it liad been raised, and the ‘ History’ sunk 
into oblivion. In a year’s time, only five and forty 
copies were sold, at least in London ; and although he 
tells us in another letter, that ‘‘ at Edinl)urgh no 
book was ever more l)ought, or furnished more 
subject of conversation,” yet in London it was other- 
wise. The author’s discouragement was great ; he 
was disgusted with belonging to a country so subject 
to the tyranny of faction and the clamours of the mob, 
vvdiile it boasted so constantly, and blustered so loud- 
ly, about its li])erties: he even entertained serious 
thoughts of leaving it for ever, changing his name, 
and passing the rest of his days in some Frencdi pro- 
vincial town, far from those braggarts and intolerant 
brawlers. Nor does he appear to liave been deterred 
from this proj(*ct, excepting by tlie obstacl(‘s to its 
execution which the war, breaking out immediately 
after, interposed. 'Fhe only i ncouragement which 
he received under liis disuppointinent was iroin the 
two Priniiites, Herring and Stone, who approved of 
the hook, and se>it him messages, bidding him not to 
be cast down by the b iiiporary failure. 

During th(; interval betw«“<?n tlie first and second 
volume appeared his ‘ Natural Hi.stt)ry of Heligion,’ 
which so far attracted notice, that Bishop Hurd wrote 
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an answer to it ; and about as elegantly feeble as might 
be expected from that moderate })relate, unless that 
some part of it came from the more haughty and 
vigorous pen of his patron Warburtoii, and redecuned 
the tract from the imputation of candour, toleration, and 
temper. The second volume of the "Stuarts’ “hap- 
jiened to give h‘ss oflence to the Whigs than the first,” he 
says, "" and being therefore somewhat better received, 
helped to buoy up its unfortunate brother.” Three years 
after lie published the ‘ House of Tudor,’ which <!on- 
taining his account of ecclesiastical matters in Kliza- 
beth’s reign, and of Queen Mary's conduct, revived th<‘ 
clamour raised against the first volume, and, lilu* that, 
was soon negl<*(ded and forgotten. In 17(51 he 
finished tlui work by publishing the two volumes con- 
taining tlie earlier history : ‘"they had,” he says, “tole- 
rable, and liut tolcral)le, success.” It is, howi?ver, also 
stated by him, as an indication of growing ])()j)ularity, 
that all the clamour and all the* neglect did not ])revent, 
the booksellers from giving him more money when 
they purcluLsed th<i copyriglits tlian had ever before 
been [Kiid in Knglaiid ; so tliat, with his sober habits 
and moderate d<*sires, he was become not only inde- 
p<mdent, but opuhmt It is to be observed that, for his 
"History r)f Scotlanrl,’ J RolHirtson had only re(‘eived 
GOO/., the publishers having ch^inMl (5000/. For 
‘ Charles V.' he received »S,600/., and I'or " America' 
2,400/. (hting in the same propfjrtion), while, no 
doubt, 50,000/. the least must have l>een realis<!d by 
those works. 

In considering the merits of the ‘History of Eng- 
land,’ we must first of all observe upon the great 
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differenre which appears bet\veen the pains bestowed 
upon this celebrated work and those which the rival 
historian was wont to Ixistow uj)on his writings. Dr. 
Robertson’s ‘ Scotland,’ consisting of about a volume 
and a half (for the rest of the second volume is com- 
posed of original documents printed as an appendix), 
occupied his almost undivided attention for above six 
years.* Hume’s first volume could not have l)een the 
work of above a year or fifteen months; for it was 
begun when he went to the Advocates’ Library early 
in 1752, and it was published in 1751. The second 
volume succeeded in 1756, but he had w'ritten half 
of it when the first was published ; and in 1755 there 
appeared also his ^ Natural History of Religion.’ Con- 
se([ue!itly we are positively certain that he wrote more 
of his ‘History’ in less than two years than Dr. 
Rol)ertson wrote of his in above six ; and that his whole 
* History of the Stuarts ’ could not have taken above 
three years to prepare and to write. It is impossible 
to dou])t that this mode of writing history must leave 
no room for a full investigation of facts and weighing 
of authorities. He had no right to number “care” 
among the items of superiority to his predecessors, 
u|)on which he had plumed himself in his letter to 
Dr. Clephane. The transactions of James’s time com- 
j)rised y)erhaps the most important |H'riod of our 
constitutional history, because the struggle between 


Tlioiijrli |)y j,i^ i- jQ Lord lailts he s(h*ii 1 s only (o have 
it ill 1742, yot I Imvc h(*ani his eldest sisfer often siiy that 
lie had a wliole room roll of book.s to read or consult for some time 
before at Gladsmuir, wliere slie lival witli him. 
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the Crown and the Commons then began, and occu- 
pied the great<‘r part of his reign. It was impossible 
to examine tlie period too closely, or in too minute 
detail. The struggle continued in Charles’s time, and 
ended in the (juarrel between the King and the people, 
in the usurpations of the Parliament, and in the over- 
throw of the Monarchy. The Commonwealth then 
followed, and the Cromwell usurpation. Now there 
is hardly one passage in all tliis history, from 1600 to 
1650, which is not the subject of vehement controversy 
among parties of conflicting principles, and among 
iiujuiring men of various opinions; yet all this was 
examined by Mr. Hume in less tlian two years, and 
his liistory of it was actually composed, as well as 
his materials collected and his authorities investigated 
and compared and weighed, within tliat short period 
of time. No one can be surprised if, in so short a time 
allott(?d to the wliole work, far more attrition was 
given to the composition of the narrative thun to the 
preparation of the materials. It was altogether im- 
possible that, in so short a period, tlie duty of tlie 
historian should be diligtmtiy j>erfornied. The execution 
of the work answers to the inode of its performance. 

But if the ‘ History ’ l>e not diligently prepared, is it 
faithfully written ? Thcic are numberless proofs of 
the contrary ; but we have the most exjiress evidence 
in the author’s own statement to prove tliis position. 
The temper in which his work was writbm upon all 
the con.stantly recurring points in contest between the 
two opposing parties may be judged of with accuracy, 
and towards himself with perfect justice, by the avowal 
which he makes respecting the alterations introduced 
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after the first publication. Thouf^h I had been 
biught/’ he says. “ that the Whig party were in pos- 
session of bestowing all jdaces, both in the State and 
in literature, I was so little inclined to yi(dd to their 
senseless clamour, that in above a liundred alterations, 
which further study, reading, or reflection, engaged 
me to make in the reigns of the two first Stuarts, I 
have made all of them invariably to tlie Tory side.” 
We have here indeed a doul)le confession. To the tirst 
volume is confined the reign of the first two Stuarts, 
and to that consequently is this remarkable admission 
limited. Now, if that volume had l)een written with 
any “ c^are,” could subseejuent reading and reflection have 
suggested above a hundred alterations, all admitted to 
be material, l)y the statement that they alTected the 
comjdexion of the political opinions conveyed in those 
passages ? Jhit again, if the author’s mind was in 
a state of impartiality when he thus finally com- 
posed his book, how could it ha])pen that every one of 
his corrections should be on one side, and not a single 
correction on the other, unless he had written the 
work originally with a strong bias towards the AA^hig 
side, instead of which his bias is, on all hands, allowed 
to have been strongly the other way ? 

The ‘History of the Tudor .’has the same cardinal 
imperfection of candessness and haste, but in a lesser 
degree, because he had fewer eontrovt'rted points to con- 
sider, and a smswller mass of authorities to examine He 
had also less temptal lOn to give his narrative and reflec- 
tions a bias from thr leaning of his opi. lions, because, 
excepting the questions relating to I\fary Queen of 
Scots, there are few passages from Henry VII. to 
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Elizabeth subject to much controversy between the 
Whig and the Tory parties. The earlier period before 
the Concpiest, and from the CoiKpiest to Kichard III., 
is wholly free from (juestions of this description ; ])ut 
also it must be observed that the historian’s diligence 
did not increase as he approaclied the termination of 
his labours; the Anglo-ISaxon liistbry is in every 
res}x?ct the most meagre and vSujK'rficial |)art of the 
whole work. We shall afterwards st'e how his friends 
explained this inferiority (/vj/c of Robertson). 

The bias of Mr. irume's mind, from wliich his chief 
partialities jjroceeci, was the pnjudic'c which he had 
conceived against Whig, and generally against ])opular, 
princijdes. This arose, in great part, from liis con- 
tempt of vulgar errors, and his distrust of the more 
numerous and ignorant classes of the community, whom 
those errors chiefly may be supposed to aflifct. II is 
acquaintance witli antiquity, too, had not tended to 
lessen his belief of the giddiness and violence of mul- 
titudes when they inteidere directly in the? conduct of 
affairs. To these considerations mii^^t c<‘rtainly be 
added the connexion between ().< Whig party in the 
State and the fanatical ]mrty in the Church. Hie 
Roundheads were religious bigots in his eyes, ami 
were, in fact, deej)ly ting< ' with suj)erstition ; and 
they were the original of the \V"higs both in England 
and in Scotland. The Cavaliers held cheap all such ob- 
servances, regarding religious enthusiasm with mingled 
dislike and derision . and iVom them came tlie Tories 
in both parts of the island. Nor was the connexion 
merely gene tlogical or historical. As late as the 
limes of Addison and Bolinghroke, we find the friends 
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of the ILinoverian succession distinguished by their 
respect for ndigion, and the Jacobites chiefly giving in 
to the fashionable deism, or the latitudinarian princi- 
ples, of Catholic countries in modern times. 

A contempt of popular rights, a leaning towards 
power, a proneness to And all institutions already 
established wortliy of support, a suspicion of all mea- 
sures tending towards change, is thus to l)e seen pre- 
vailing through Mr. Hume’s reflections, and influencing 
both his faith in historical evidence and bis manner of 
conducting the narration of facts. A bias of the like 
kind is plainly perc(‘ptible in his remarks and in his 
recital, wherever the Church, the secd:s arc concerned, 
and gemerally wherever religion forms the subject of 
(dther. Indejamdeiit of the testimony which he h;is un- 
wittingly borne against himself, in respect of his Tory 
partialities, the proofs of liis }Kn*verting facts, esj>ecially 
in the last two volumes of his work,liave been multiplied 
by the industry of succeiHling historians, till the discre- 
dit of the book, as a liistory, has become no longer a 
matter of any doubt. It is of no avail tliat lie himself 
and his admirers cite the disrepute and even odium into 
which his account of the Stuarts fell with the Jacobites, 
as much as with the Whigs, from its first ap]iearance. 
That jKirty's unreasonable demands upon our faith would 
be satistied with nothing short of absolutely acapiitting 
all th(* Stuarts of all guilt and of all indiscretion; and 
they probably leltmore disajipoiiited, because they were 
certainly more injured by the admissions i)f one mani- 
festly ranged on their side, when he was compelled to 
stop short of tlieir pure and perfect (*r(*ed. Afterwards 
the Tudor history completed flieir (iiscoiih*nt ; but it 
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affords no proof wliatever of his im])artiality. lie had, 
of course, far too much sense and too penetrating a saga- 
city to doul)t the guilt of Queen Mary during the Scot- 
tish portion ol her life, admitted as the greater part of the 
charges against her were, hy her own conduct in the 
open profligacy of lier connexion with her husband’s 
murderer; and tlie prejudice which this unavoidable 
conviction raised in liis mind, extended itself to the 
more doubtful question of her accession to Jbil)ing- 
ton’s consjuracy, a question which lie appears to 
have examined witli much less patience of reseandi, 
though it belongi'd to his own subject, than lie had 
applied to the Scottish transactions of the queen, which, 
in their detail at least, had far less connexion with his 
work. 

If patient investigation of the sulqect ]h\ a merit — 
and next to fidelity it is the cliiid' imuut of liistory — 
Mr. Humes work is lien* most defective*. ^J'he time 
taken to compose it sufliciently prov(*s this, as has 
already been shown ; but there is continual pn)of that 
he took what h(* found set down in former works 
without weigliing the relative value of conflicting au- 
thorities, and generally resorted to the most a(*ces- 
sible sourcr's of information. Tliere hav(.* been in- 
stances without number .. Iduced of his inaccuracy in 
citing even the autliorities to which he confined his 
researches. 

Xor can v/e acfjuit him on another charge* not rarely 
brought against him, ami partaking of the two former 
— neglect or carelessness about the truth, and inlidelity 
in relating it. He loved effeet in his narrative, and 
studied it. Unmindful of the ancient critic’s golden 



ntJME. 


217 


rule, “ Historia tanto robustior quanto verior,”* be oc- 
casionally adorned and enlivened his page by excursions 
into the field, to the historian forbidden, of fiincy; 
and either jwrverted or forgot the facts of the true 
story. Sometimes he overlooked inconsistencies in 
matters within his own knowledge, as when he made 
Charles I. be disturbed in his sleep by the erection of 
the scaflblding for his execution, when he is proved to 
have known that Charles sulfered by cold in the walk 
across the park from St. James’s, where he really slept. f 
As for his pictures<jue descrijition of sudden deaths and 
female miscarriages being occasioned by the execution, 
and of ecpially violent effects produced by the Restora- 
tion, these aj)pear to l)e mere fancy pieces, no authority 
w'hatever being cited to suj»port them. 

If from the cardinal virtues of fidelity, research, and 
accuracy, we turn to the great but secondary accom- 
pli.shments of the historian, we can scarcely find ex- 
pressions too strong to delineate the merit of Mr. 
Hume. His style is altogether to be admired. It is 
not sur|)assed by Jiivy himself. There is no pedantry 
or afiectation, nothing forced or far-fetched. It flows 
smoothly and rapidly, according to the maxim of the 
critic, “ Currere debet et ferri.”| It seems to have the 
“ lactea ubertas ”§ of Livy, with the “ immortalis 
velocitas ”11 of Sallust. Nothing can Iw more narra- 

* (iuinct. ii. 4, 2. 

t His marks are U}><>n l.-tnl Herber-’s narrative in the Advocates^ 
labrarj at ^vdinbnrgh ; but he prefers eitiuj^ Wall.er's ‘ History of 
the Tndepeiuients/ whieh c mtains the false statement, althoua:h the 
very next pa*^e mentions his romin^ from St, James’s, 

t Quinct.ix.4, \8. i Tb. x. 1, 32. \l Ib. x. I, 102. 



218 


HUME. 


live ; the story is unbroken, it is clear, all its parts dis- 
tinct, and all succeeding in natural order ; nor is any 
reflection omitted where it should occur, or introduced 
where it would encumber or interrupt. In both his 
narrative and his descriptions there is nothing petty, or 
detailed more than is flt or needful ; there is nothing 
of what painters call spotty — all is breadth and bold 
relief. His persons are finely grouped, and his sul)jects 
boldly massed. His story is no more likt‘ a chronicle, 
or his views like a catalogue of particulars, tlian a line 
picture islike a map of the country oracopy of the sul)ject. 
His language is more lx?autiful and powerful than cor- 
rect. He has no little tendency to (lallicisms. He has 
many very inaccurate, some ungrammatical phrases. In 
this respect li(‘ is far behind Holx^rtson. Tlie general 
effect, however, of his diction is une<|ualbMl. He cannot 
be said to write idiomatic English, being iruh'cd a 
foreigner in that sense; but his language is often, nay, 
generally, racy, and he avails liiinself of the e\[»ressions, 
both the terms and the phrases, wliich lie finds in 
older writers, transferring them to his own page. In 
this he enjoys a great advantage over Robertson, who, 
resorting necessarily to Latin, or to foreign or pro- 
vincial autliors, could not manage such transfers, and 
was obliged to make ; 'i undergo tlie digestive and 
assimilating process, converting the whole into his own 
Ix^autiful, correct, and uniform styh‘. Anotlier reach 
of art Iluiije has attained, and ladter than any writer 
in ou»- language* . he has given either a new senst^ t<» 
expressions, or reviv(*d an old, so as nev(*r to offend us 
by the neology of the one process or by the archaism 
of the other. ^V^ith this style, sustained by his pro- 
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found philosophy, there can he nothing more beau- 
tiful than some of his descriptions of personal charac- 
ter, or of public feeling, or of manners, or of individual 
suffering ; and, like all great masters of comjiosition, 
he produces his effect suddenly, and, as it were, with a 
single blow. 

Who that has road can ever forget his account, 
fanciful though it be, of the effects produced on the 
people by Charles’s death and his son’s return? Or his 
picture of the French Ambassador at his first audi- 
ence of Elizabeth, after the massacre of St, Bartho- 
lomew, jjroceedirig “ through the j)alace, — silence, 
as in the dead of night, reigning through all the 
chambers, and sorrow sitting on every face — the 
courtiers and ladies clad in deep mourning, ranged on 
each side, and allowing him to pass without aifording 
him one salute or favourable look Or Cromwell’s 
state of mind when “ society terrified him, surrounded 
l)y numero\is, unknown, implacable enemies ; solitude 
astonished him by withdrawing the profi*ction neces- 
sary for his security :”f Or the groups of great men 
who subverted the monarchy, when “ was celebrated 
the sagacity of Pym, more fitted for use than orna- 
ment; matured, not chilled by age’’ — when “was 
dis])layed the mighty ambition of Hampden, taught 
disguise, not moderation, from former constraint; sus- 
tained by courage, conducted by prudimee, embellished 
by modesty” — when "were knowii the dark, ardent, 
and dangerous eharat ler of ^ . John, the inipettious 
spirit of Hollis, violent, ojien, and entire in his enmities 


• Chap. xl. t 
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and in his friendships ; the enthusiastic genius of young 
Vane, extravagant in the ends w'hich he proposed, 
sagacious and profound in the means which he em- 
ployed, incited by the appearances of religion, negli- 
gent of the duties of morality.”* These are the strokes 
of a master’s pencil, and beauties such Jis these would 
make this the first of histories, if the grace of form 
could atone for the defect of substance ; if the trans- 
gressions against fidelity and the want of diligence 
could be covered over by the magical j)owcr of diction. 

The sagacious reflections and spirit of profound phi- 
losophy must not be passed over ; they are another praise 
of this work. These rarely fail the author, whether in 
judging of tlie connexion and the influence of events ; 
or in estimating the value of conflicting accounts, where 
he will give himself the trouble of comparison ; or in 
noting the (*rrors and the nuirits of tlie jiolicy pursued 
by statesmen. It is to l)e observed, however, that as 
in treating of ecclesiastical affairs he generally suffers 
his peculiar religious opinions to Im- superseded by the 
received principles of those rulers whose conduct he 
describes, and of their subjects; so does he not often 
obtrude his sound and enlightened views of puldic 
policy, csfM'cially of economical science, ujion his reader, 
rather conforming hirf . if to the vulgar errors on the 
subject, as when he sjxiaks of tlie balance being for or 
against a commercial state. J*erhaps, too, in ranking 
(lalileo above Jiacon he made the same kind of .sacri- 
fice, th'^.ugh Certainly Ills disrespectful remarks on 
Shakspeiire run counter to the critical faith commonly 


• Chap. Hx. 
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received in England ; and the contempt with which he 
treats the political writings of Locke and Sidney in his 
concluding chapter is a sacrifice of his own taste as 
well as of his reader’s feelings to the prejudices of his 
party. It must be added — because great mistakes 
have been committed in this matter — that though the 
whole work was written in too short a time to give an 
opportunity for investigating the subject, yet the com- 
position was exceedingly careful, and anything rather 
than hasty. He is represented sis hsiving written with 
such ease that he hsirdly ever corrected. Even Mr. 
Stewart hsis fallen into the error;* and Mr. Gibbon 
commends as a thing admitted the “ careless, inimi- 
table beauties ” of Hume’s style. It was exactly the 
reverse, of which evidence remains admitting of no 
doubt and no appeal. The manuscript of his reign 
Ijefore that of Henry VI., written iifter the ‘ History 
of the Stuarts and the Tudors,’ is still extant, and Iniars 
marks of composition anxiously laboured, words being 
written and scored out, and even several times changed, 
until he could find the expression to his mind. The 
manuscript of his ‘ Dialogues ’ also remains, and is 
written in the same manner. Nay, his very letters 
appear by this test to have been tlie result of care and 
labour. The maxim of Quinctiiian — “ Quieramus op- 
timum, nec protinus 'ifferentibus gaudeamus" — seems 
always to have been his rule as to words ; and his own 
testimony to the same effect is to lie found in a letter 
which I have obtained. 1' Certainly it would have been 
well if he had not adopted the opposite principle as to 


Life of A. Smith. 


t See Appendix. 
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facts and autliorities. It is remarkable, however, that he 
hesitated much as to the subject he sliould choose for his 
historical labours, and more strange still that he should 
have balanced between England and the Churcli. 
F rom this lie was dissuaded (diiefly by the strong 
recommendations of Adam Smith and Sir Gilliert 
Elliott. I have this fact upon the authority of J3r. 
Robertson, wlio, in relating it to the late l.<ord 
JMeadowbank, added, It would, at any rate?, hav(; 
suited me had he adhered to tlu* |)lan he himselfpro- 
posed, as the ‘ History of England’ would liave tlius 
been left ojien, wliicli fell in with an early plan of my 
own.’* 

After the publication of his ^History’ was closed in 
1701, being now tifty years old, and poss(*ssed of an 
amj)le comjMitency, Mr. resolvial, h«‘ tells us^ 

“never more to set his foot out of liis native (‘ountry, 
enjoying the satisfaction of never having asked a 
favour, or made advances to any great man s (uapiaint- 
ance.” In less than two years, however, a gnsat 
man’s repeated solicif«ition to him chaiigtal his plan 
of life; and lie accompanied liord Hertford, the 
Uritish Ambassador, to Paris, with tlu! imnu‘diate 
prospect of being a{»pointcd iSecredary of Embassy. 
This was realized ; ar in ITfi.j, when the. Ambas- 
sador went to Ireland as Lord Lieubmant, the jdii- 
Jo.sopher was for part of tlie year charge* d'atlaires. 
His statbiii, his agre(N'ible manners, but above all his 
philosojdiical, liicluding his irreligious, fame, W(*je 
well suited to make a deep impression upon the society 
of the Paris circles. He was as jKipular among the 
wits, the philosojiliers, tlie coteriijs, and file woincin 
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as Franklin was at a later period, when liis name was 
given to articles of fashionable attire. One of his let- 
ters gives an amusing account of the I)au|)hin, after- 
wards Louis XVI., then a child, having paid him 
court at his juesentation, by speaking familiarly of his 
works, and of his younger l)rother, afterwards Louis 
XVIIL, having followed in the same complimentary 
strain. The charms, however, of such society as 
Paris then ])res<mted, the elegance of the manners, 
the easy good humour of the inhal)itants, the freedom 
from all coarse dissipation, and, above all, from fac- 
tious brawls, naturally made a pleasing contrast with 
that which he had left behind him at home. There 
certainly was nothing in this country more alien to 
his nature, and less suited to his taste, than our poli- 
tical violmice ; and the intolerance of our religious 
fetdings, as well as the rudeness of our manners, he 
had some right to complain of, when a man like Dr. 
Johnson could be found to roar out “ No, Sir !" in his 
})resence, on being asked by a common friend to let 
him ju*esent the Historian to the Moralist. Upon a 
subse<juent occasion the same intolerant believer be- 
haved with }>ersonal insolence and vulgar rudtmess to 
Dr. Smith,* as good a Christian as himself, and a man 
of ])urer moral life, merely because he had, while 
alllicted witli Mr. Hume’s recent death, vented his 
grief ill a touching panegyric upon his undoubtedly 
profound wisdom, and his virtue fi’ee from all re- 


* ]\rr. SiiiUh camt* to a « rmipany. of which Professor I^fillar, the 
relator of the fad, was one anti seemdl to be much disturbeil. Jt 
turaeil out that Dr. .Tohiison hail just Sivid to him, before another 
company, with great rudeness, Yott lie,'* 
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proach. This model of bigotry and rudeness had, 
notwithstanding, met at dinner, with perfect satisfac- 
tion, and conversed for hours, with Wilkes, whose life 
was as abandoned as his faith was scanty, who had 
been convicted of blasphemy and obscenity in a court 
of justice, and who held in bitter scorn every one of 
the sturdy moralist’s religious and political principles. 
But Wilkes was English, Hume Scotch. From the 
country of the Johnsons, the latter deeiiu^d that he 
had made a happy escape, when he found himself 
among the gay, tlie polite, the tolerant Frencli ; and 
he remained there happy, and respected, and beloved, 
till 1706, when he was diverted from his project of 
settling in Paris for the rest oi’ his life, by being 
appointed Under-Secretary of State in (ieneral Con- 
way’s ministry, who was Lord Hertford’s brother 
He held that offu'e for about two years, and in 1709 
returned to Edinburgh with an income of a thousand 
a-year, the jiroduce of his own honest industry, 
“ healthy,” as he says, “ but somewhat strickmi in 
years, nith the prospect before him of long enjoying 
his ease, and of seeing his re|>utation increase.” 

During the first finv months of his residence at 
Paris he was not Private Sccretiiry, as lie tells one of 
his corresjiondents who . he chides for making that 
mistake, as will be se<m in t tie Appendix ; and he adds 
that he performed all tlie duties of the Secretary of 
Embassy, Sir Charles Bunbury, who was the brother- 
in-law of Lord Holland and the Duke of Kichmond, 
and who, lieing thus protected, did nothing beyond 
receiving the salary. Lord Hertford, however, ex- 
erted his influence to obtain Mr. Hume’s appoint- 
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inent in the room of Sir Charles ; and Marshal Conway 
l^eing Secretary for Foreign Affairs, he prevailed over 
Sir Chtirles’s family interest. Mr. Hume was appointed 
2d July, 1765 ; and, on Lord Hertford’s immediately 
after being removed to Ireland as Lord-Lieutenant, he 
became Charge d’Alfaires until the Duke of Richmond’s 
arrival as Ambassador in the month of October. Hy 
Lord Al)erdeen’s kindness I have Ijeen allowed to 
examine the correspondence of the Embassy with Mar- 
shal Conway during these four montlis ; and it is 
highly creditable to the philosopher’s busines.s-like 
talents, and his capacity for affairs. The negotiations of 
which he had the sole conduct related to the impor- 
tant and interesting discussions of Canada ; matters 
arising out of the cession by the Peace of Paris ; and to 
the demolition of the works at Dunkirk, also stipulated 
by' that treaty. His disj»atches, some of them of great 
length, most of them in his own hand, are clearly and 
ably written. The course which he describes himself 
as pursuing with the very slipjxu’y and evasive minis- 
ters against whom he had to contend, particularly the 
Due de Praslin, aj>pears to have been marked by firm- 
ness and temjier, as well as by cpiickness and sagacity. 
His memorials, of which two or three are given, 
show a perfect familiarity with di]>lomatic modes and 
habits, and they ai'c both well written and ably 
reasoned. His information must have l)een correct ; 
for he obtjiined a knowledge of the secret proceedings of 
the Assembly of tllergy- whicl though conN oked for 
the j)urpooe of obtaining the usual don gratuit, chose 
to enter upon the discussion of all the clerical griev- 
ances, while they kept their deliberations carefully 
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secret, and were opposed by the Parliament of Paris as 
soon as their proceedings became known. Mr. Hunje 
obtained a very early though somewhat exaggerated 
account of these things through two of the foreign 
ambassadors ; and when he communicated it to the 
Bishop of Senlis, he was treated with contempt, as if 
nothing could be so wild, and as if some enemy of the 
Church had invented the fable to discredit her. Mar- 
shal Conway appears by his dispatches (which are also 
excellent) to have rested his hopes of these differ- 
ences passing off on the prevailing irreligious spirit in 
France, where “ the ]>auphin alone,” he says, “ has any 
care for such matters ; and he has of late taken a mili- 
tary turn." In a short time the whole ferment was 
allayed by the prudent and able conduct of Brienne, 
Archbishop of Toulouse ; the don gratuit was voted 5 ^ 
and the Assemidy was prorogued to the following 
May. Mr. Hume praises Brienne very highly on this, 
as indeed he did on all occasions. In John Home’s 
Journal of his excursion with the historian to Bath, 
in his last illness (1770), we find the same opinion 
expressed ; Plume considering him as the only man in 
PVance fit to be minister, and relating several instances 
of his great ability.* It was the same prelate, thus 
highly commended, wl. ' proved so insufficient to meet 
the tempest of the Hevolution, when, twelve years later, 
he was ]>laced in the situation for which the partiality 
of the hi.storiau had early predicted his exclusive fit- 
ness t 


* Mackenzie’s Life of John Home, p. 170. 

One writer lias taken iijHin him to decide against Mr. Hume’!' 
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Wliile Mr. Hume lived in Paris, he was applied to by 
some friends of Rousseau, who had become tired of his 
fantastic plans of solitude in Switzerland, and who was 
doubtful of his reception in French society, as others 
naturally were of his power to demean himself so as 
to niiike himself bearable in it ; and intending shortly 
to remove from France, and settle in England, he ex- 
])ressed his reiidiness to take charge of the "‘interest- 
ing solitary,” as he was called, whose writings he ad- 
mired in common with the rest of the world. He 
wrote to Rousseau, and offered to take him o^'er to 
England ; the offer was immediately accepted, with the 
warmest expressions of gratitude. He came to Paris, on 
a permission of the Government to ])ass through France, 
notwithstanding the decree of arrest still in force against 
him. On his arrival, in December, 1T()5, he chose to 
parade himself daily in the neighl)ourhood of his hotel, 
in his ridiculous Armenian dress. The insolence of 
this proceeding in a j^erson only by sufferance at large, 
made the police intimate that he must leave the coun- 
try ; and he accompanied Mr. Hume to I^ondon, at the 
beginning of January. He does not deny that he was 


talents for public business, certainly iu perfect ignorance of the sub- 
ject. After saying that it would be superHuous to inquire in what 
manner he executcHl the duties of Ids otbee as lluder S^'cretary. 
he adds, “ Certain it is tliat the state papers of those times evince 
no extraordinary ir^irks td' splendid abilities’* (Uitehie’s Life of 
lluiiie, p. 281) ; as if the I'nder Sec^retary of State had any con- 
nexion with tlK'se papers— or as if th s writer luu* carefully exa- 
mi?;ed them, when he had iust said the inquiry would be super- 
fluous ! But he who so Jisenarginl tlu» similar — nay, the same duties 
of Ambassador, must have actetl with t*qual ability ivs Foreign Lnder 
Secretar)\ 

• g 2 
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treated with the utmost kindness, and that every thing 
was done which friendship could devise to render his 
stay in London and its neighbourhood agreeable. Mr. 
Hume then, finding that he was resolved to live at a 
distance from society, and had intended going into 
Wales, introduced him to Mr. Davenport,* who kindly 
offered him the use of his house at Wootton, in 
Derbyshire. The silly, misplaced pride of the poor 
man would not suffer him to accept this without pay- 
ing an equivalent ; and he was allowed to sit at an 
almost nominal rent of thirty pounds. 

He went to Wootton about the 20th of March, 
1766. His letters to Mr, Hume, of the 22nd and 
29th, are full of gratitude and affection, though he 
had seen three weeks befgre the supposed letter of 
Frederick II. ; for he sj)eaks of it to his friend De 
Peyron, llth March; and he says, that on askmg 
Hume if it was Horace Walpole’s, “he neither said 
yes nor no,” a silence afterwards made one of his 
charges against Hume. On the 5th of April he 
writes to Madame de BouflUers, still full of gratitude to 
Mr. Hume, who, he says, had obtained for him the 
comfort and plctasure of his retreat in Derbyshire. 
Two days after, 7th April, he writes to a friend not 
named, and sends a contradiction of Frederick’s letter to 
a newspaper • Rousseau’s letter speaks of secret enemies, 
under the “ mask of perfidious friendship, seeking to 
dishonour him and on the 9th he writes his ac- 
cusation of Mr, Hume to Madame de Boufliers, so that it 
is clear he had all at once, between the 5th and 7th, 


* Grandfather of Lady Williams, wile of Mr. Justice Williams. 
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by exciting his warm and feverish imagination, sud- 
denly broke with his benefactor and “ dear patron,” as 
he before called him. His proofs of the conspiracy, and 
of Mr. Hume’s secret enmity, are truly the workings of 
a sick brain, and sick with vanity ; as appears, among 
other symptoms, from his declaring how happy it 
made him to observe the popularity Hume had gained 
at Paris by his kindness to Rousseau ; and as also ap- 
pears, by his roundly asserting that his own popu- 
larity and following in England was extraordinary, 
until this plot was concocted to decry him. The let- 
ter is at the bottom of it all.* He at once pronounced 
that he knew it from its style to be D’Alembert’s, and 
was enraged when told that it was certainly written 
by Horace Walpole — “ as if,” said he, “ it were pos- 
sible I could mistake D’Alembert’s style, and imagine 
ah Englishman’s French to be his.” Then D’Alem- 
l)ert was a friend of Hume’s ; and though D’Alembert 
hiid no more to do with the joke than Rousseau him- 
self, this was made the foundation of a quarrel ; for 
not only was D’Alembert Hume’s friend, but a M. 
Tronchin was Hume’s landlord, whose father had 
slandered Rousseau at fJeneva ; and others of his ene- 
mies, real or s\ipposed, turned out to be Hume’s friends 
also. This was, he gravely asserts, a clear case of 
conspiracy made out against Hume, who must have in- 
veigled him over to England in order to ruin his repu- 
tation. One of the overt ads of this plot was the 
obhiining, through General Conway, a pension for liim 
who was starving, of a hundred a-year. But it is to 


Sec these letters in CEuv., vol. vii., p. 138, 139, 148 ot seq. 



230 . 


HUME. 


be remarked, tliat the only part of the whole statement, 
which he at once willingly disbelieved, although it was 
the only part that had a real foundation, was Hume’s 
helping him to the pension. Therefore, having in the 
heroics of his first indignation thrown it up, he at once 
offered afterwards to take it back, and complained of 
the whole arrears not having been paid. 

IMr. Hume hearing that this frantic creature was 
writing constantly to Paris complaints of being de- 
ceived and persecuted by him, wrote to desire he would 
specify his grounds ; and then came a letter, full of the 
most ridiculous charges, ascribing to Mr. Hume’s most 
indifferent acts, even to his looks, the most black de- 
signs; a letter plainly proving that the writer was 
deranged in one region of his mind, and that vanity 
was, if not the main cause of his malady, certainly the 
pivot on which it turned. No one can read that let- 
ter without a feeling of indignation; for it shows 
throughout quite reason enough to make its writer 
answerable for his pure selfishness and his unbearable 
suspicions. It is a source, too, of irrifiition to the reader, 
that of the many persons whom he called in as arbi- 
trators, by sending them copies of his favourite pro- 
duction, not any one ap|)ears to have had the manly 
firmness, the true and rational friendship for Rousseau 
himself, of at once j)lainly declaring, what all of them 
must needs have felt when they read it, that the 
whole was a fiction of the man’s own brain. Lord 
Marischal seems, indeed, to have perceived that any 
communication with such a creature was unsafe ; and 
he let him know that henceforth they must no 
longer correspond. But for this notice, he no doubt 
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would have been the plotter of the next conspiracy; 
for Rousseau had for some years desired to consider 
him as a father, and always addressed him, a steady 
old soldier and political intriguer, wholly void of any 
sentiment beyond those of heat and cold, hunger and 
thirst, by that endearing and ridiculous title. 

It is known that Rousseau, a year or two after his 
return to France, admitted that the foggy climate of 
England had produced in him a mental affection, and 
that he had been to blame in his quarrel with Hume ;* 
but he never had the common fairness and gratitude 
to address this confession to his benefactor, or to any 
of those whose ears he had sought to poison with his 
malignant slanders. 

Contrary to his invariable practice, when attacked 
for his writings, Mr. Hume very unadvisedly gave 
hhnself the trouble, and underwent the anxiety, of 
writing an answer to this silly and malignant indi- 
vidual. He published a short but detailed statement 
of all that had passed between them. This step he 
took contrary to the earnest advice of Adam Smith, 
whose letter remains, strongly dissuading him from 
taking any notice of Rousseau’s slanders. He ap- 
pears to have been overpowered by D’Alembert and 
D’Holbach, who, living in the gossip and slander- 
loving credulity of Paris society, were afraid lest Rous- 
seau’s constant letter-writing might produce an effect 


* Sec Bernardiii de St. Pierre’s statement of his coiiversafioii 
(L’Arcadie, Proambule), or Appentlix aux Confessions, CKuv., v<'l. i., 
\). 642. The passage is given in the Life of Konsseau, which imme- 
diately precedes the present piece. 
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unfavourable to their friend. Certain it is, that 
Hume’s publication, wholly superfluous to all men of 
ordinary sense and common candour, was insufiicient 
to convince such ill-natured and silly people as the 
Deflands and their flatterers, who were anxious to 
have a pretext for levelling their malice at the Eng- 
lishman and the philosopher; and though despising 
Rousseau from the bottom of their hearts, were willing 
enough to make his fancied grievances a cloak for their 
attacks upon Mr. Hume. It seems plain that his own 
subsequent reflection upon the matter brought him over 
to Mr. Smith’s opinion : for in the sketch which he 
has left of his own life, he makes not the least allusion 
to his quarrel with Rousseau, although, in his pam- 
phlet, he says that it gave him more trouble and annoy- 
ance than any thing that had ever happened to him. 

Mr. Hume returned to Edinburgh in 1766, but 
early next year he was appointed Under-Secretary of 
State under Marshal Conway, and held that oflice 
above a year. In 1769, some time after he resigned 
it, he returned to Edinburgh, and took a house in 
the only part of the new town then built, St. An- 
drew’s Square. With the e.\ception of a journey to 
Harrowgate for his health, and another to Bath the 
year he died, he lived in his native country during 
the remainder of his lil'e, enjoying the constant society 
of his old friends ; and himself the delight of their 
circles by his tibundant spirits, his never-failing good- 
humour, and even temper, and the kindness as well 
as the uprightness of his chfiracter. In the spring 
of 1775, he tell s us. he was seized with a disease in 
his bowels. " At first,” he says, “ it gave me no 
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alarm, but has since, as I apprehend it, become mor- 
tal and incurable. I now,” adds the philosopher, 
reckon on a speedy dissolution. I have sufiFered 
very little pain from my disorder, and what is more 
strange, have, notwithstanding the great decline of 
my person, never suffered a moment’s abatement of 
my spirits ; insomuch that, were I to name the period 
of my life which I should most choose, to pass over 
again, I might be tempted to point to this latter 
period. I possess the same ardour as ever in study, 
and the same gaiety in company. I consider, besides, 
that a man of sixty-five, by dying, cuts off only a few 
years of infirmities ; and though I see many symptoms 
of my literary reputation breaking out at last with 
additional lustre, I could have but few years to enjoy 
it. It is difficult to be more detached from life than 
I am at present.” 

While he continued to decline by a gradual ex- 
haustion, he continued to see his friends about him as 
uwuil, and his gaiety was never clouded by the pros- 
pect before him now drawing to a close. A few weeks 
before his death, when there were dining with him 
two or three of his intimate companions, one of them. 
Dr. Smith, happening to complain of the world as 
spiteful and ill-natured, “No, no,” said Mr. Hume, 
“ here am I, who have written on all sorts of s\ibjects 
calculated to excite hostility, moral, political, and 
religious, and yet I have no enemies ; except, indeed, 
all the Whigs, all the Tories, and all the Christians.” 

When his strength gradually failed, he was un- 
able to remain so long as before in the company of 
his friends. By degrees he bcciimc confiiied to his 
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room the greater part of the day, and at iMst alto- 
gether. But his intellect and his calmness continued 
to the last. A letter to ]V.||idame de Bouftlers remains, 
written only five days before his death, and occasioned 
by the decease of the Prince de Conti, her great friend. 
“ I am,” he says, “ certainly within a few weeks, and 
perhaps a few days, of my own death ; yet I cannot 
help being struck with the Prince’s, as a great loss in 
every particular.” — “ I see death,” he adds, “ approach- 
ing gradually, without anxiety or regret. I salute you 
with great affection and regard, for the last time.” 
This was written on the 20th of August ; on the 25th 
he was no more. On that day he gently expired, with- 
out a struggle, in the sixty-fifth year of his age. He 
was buried in the cemetery on the Calton Hill, where 
a conspicuous monument is erected to his memory. 

He had shown a feverish anxiety for the publicati’on 
of one work, his- ‘ Dialogues on Natural Religion 
and he left this with his other manuscripts to Dr. 
Smith ; but giving positive injunctions to publish this 
work, and allowing no discretion whatever upon the 
subject. Nay, he left a legiu'y of two hundred jjounds, 
to be paid on the publication, though all the other 
legacies were made ])ayable at the first term after his 
death : that is, Whitsuntide or Martinmas, according 
to the prevailing habit of the Scotch in their money 
arrangements. Smith refuse»i to publish them ; and 
there exists a curious cofrespondence between him and 
]\fr. Hume of Ninewells, the philosoj^er’s brother, on 
the subject. Smith, about the same time, stopped a 
publication of all the ‘ Essays,’ which included one on 
the ‘ Immortality of the Soul,’ and another, both be- 
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lieved to be spurious. The ‘ Dialogues’ were so con- 
stantly corrected in his own hand, that they apjKiar as 
if wholly re-written : a specimen of this is given in 
the Appendix. His nephew, afterwards Mr. Daron 
Hume, published them in 1779. 

Having spoken of his writings at large, it remains to 
add that, though respecting these men may form various 
opinions, and especially respecting his philosophi(;al 
works, of his character as a man there never was, nor 
could there be, but one. His great capacity all admit ; 
his genius for metaphysical inquiries, those who most 
differ with him, even those who most lament the use 
to which he directed it, confess to have been of the 
highest order — at once bold, penetrating, original. 
His talents for political speculation were of as brilliant 
a description, and were so admirably and so usefully 
applied, that his works are as yet unrivalled in that 
most important department of ])ractical science ; and 
he may justly be deemed the father of the lilxwal, 
enlightened, and rsitional system of national polity 
which has the general approval of statesmen, and 
would l)e everywhere adopted but for conflicting 
interests, and popular ignorance. 

But universal as is the assent to these positions, the 
judgment is no less unanimous which must be pro- 
nounced upon his character as a member of society, 
unless we reject all the testimony of all his contem- 
j)orarie8, supported as it is by the tone and spirit of 
all his correspondence which has come down to us. 
He was a man of perfectly honest and single heari, 
of the kindest nature, of unequalled good-bunioiir in 
the intercourse of society, carrying the .‘■aiue placid 
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disposition into those controversies which are most 
apt to ruffle or to sour the temper ; and even under 
disappointments which would have embittered the 
existence of most men, and disheartened almost all, 
neither losing his general good will towards others, 
nor suffering himself to be cast down. The party 
violence and delusions to which the failure ol his 
‘ History’, was in part owing, he often has exposed, 
but certeiinly in no other terms than he would have 
used had his work succeeded : for he employed the 
same language in writing the portion first published 
at a time when he made sure of its success ; and he 
never afterwards troubled himself with doing more 
than uttering a good-humoured exclamation, or, j)er- 
haps, j>assing a joke at the expense of those who make 
themselves the tools of others by being the slaves to 
their own factious prejudices or pro{)ensities. But the' re- 
ception of the ‘ History’ was not his only disappoint- 
ment, though it was the most severe. It would not be 
easy to find any instance of conduct more truly worthy 
of a philosopher than his bearing up against the repeated 
failures of the works he most esteemed, ami the 
mortifying neglect which at first all his writings ex- 
perienced, with but one exception. He looked steadily 
forward, with a confidence truly surprising and amply 
justified by the event, to the time when, probably after 
his course was run, his fa’iie would shine out with 
surpassing lustre. Even in bis latter hours, when he 
had, in some measure, seen the failure of the injustice 
under which he originally suffered, he retained a 
confident belief th.it his renown had not yet nearly 
reached its highest pitch ; and that most admirable 
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passage above cited from his ‘ Life,’ written a few weeks 
before his death, makes a touching reference to the 
prospects which then cheered him, but which he 
knew were never, while he lived, to be realized. They 
were the only prospects, unhappily for him, which 
shed light around his dying couch ; yet such was the 
truly admirable temper of his mind, that no believer 
could possess his spirit in more tranquil peace, in con- 
templation of the end which he saw fast approaching, 
nor meet his last hour with more cheerful resignation. 

It is to be observed that the charges made against 
Mr. Hume for his sceptical writings, and for the irre- 
ligious doctrines which he published to the world, are 
in almost every respect ill-founded. He never had re- 
course to ribaldry, hardly ever invoked the aid even of 
wit to his argument. He had well examined the subject 
of his inquiries. He had, with some bias in favour of the 
singularity or the originality of the conclusions to which 
they led, been conducted thither by reasoning, and 
firmly believed all he wrote. It may be a question, 
whether his duty required him to make jmblic the re- 
sults of his 8{)eculations, when these tended to unsettle 
established faith, and might destroy one system of belief 
without putting another in its place. Y et if we suppose 
him to have been sincerely convinced that men were 
living in error and in darkness, it is not very easy to deny 
even the duty of endeavouring to enlighten them, and to 
reclaim. But it is impossible to doubt that, with his 
opinions, even if justified in suppressing them, he never 
would have stood excused had he done anything to 
countenance and uphold Avhat he firmly believed to be 
errors on the most important of all questions. Nor is 
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it less manifest that he was justified in giving his own 
opinions to the world on those questions if he chose, 
provided he handled them with decorum, and with the 
respect due Irom all good citizens to the religious opi- 
nions of the State. There Jire but one or two passages 
in them all, chiefly in the ‘ Essay on Miracles,’ which 
do not preserve the most unbroken gravity, and all 
the seriousness befitting the subject. 

In his familiar correspondence he was a little less 
precise, though even here he was very far from resem- 
bling the Voltaire school. In his conversation he 
seldom alluded to the subject, but occasionally his 
opinions were perceivable. Thus, when one of the 
University, the late Rlr. John Ilruce, professor of 
logic, asked him to revise the syllabus of his lectures, 
he went over the proof-sheets with him ; and on 
coming to the section entitled ‘ Proofs of the Exist- 
ence of the Deity,’ Mr. Hume said, “ Right ; very 
well.” But the next section was entitled ‘ Proof of 
the Unity of the Deity,’ and then he cried out, “ Stop, 
John, stop : who told you whether there were ane or 
mairf' The same jirofessor met him one day on 
the staircase of the College Library, where the in- 
scri])tion “ Christo et Musis has cedes sacrarunt cives 
JSdiuenses” drew from the unbeliever an irreverent 
observation on the junction which the piety rather 
than the classical purity of ^he good town had made 
between the worship of the heathen and our own. 

That his conversation, however, was habitually free 
from all irrevcirent allusion, there can l>e no more 
complete proof than his uninterrupted intimacy with 
a man who never would have tolerated the least devia- 
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tion from perfect decorum in that particular, ])r. Ro- 
bertson. The reflection which naturally arises from 
their friendship is, first, that so venerable an authority 
has pronounced in favour of his friend’s conduct ; that 
he never deetned his writings an oflence against even 
the ecclesiastical laws of his country, much less against 
good morals ; that he regfirded those speculations which 
he the least approved and the most lamented, as justi- 
fied by their author’s honest sincerity of j)ur})ose ; and 
that he considered the conduct of his argument as 
liable to no reprobation even from himself, a sincere 
believer, a pious Christian, a leading Presbyter of a 
Church whose discipline is peculiarly strict, a man 
above almost all other men regardful of decorun\ in 
his own demeanour, j)rofessional and private. It is 
another reflection, suggested by the same fact, that such 
bigots as Dr. Johnson are exposed to our reprobation, 
almost to our contempt, for being unable to bear the 
presence of a man with whom Robertson deigned, and 
even loved, to associate. Assuredly the English lay- 
man had not a more pious disposition than the Scottish 
divine ; the historian of the Reformation had rendered 
as valuable service to the cause of religion as the essay- 
ist. The man who had passed his nights with Savage 
in the haunts of dissijKition, and whom a dinner could 
tempt to sit for hours by Wilkes, might well submit to 
the society of a man through his whole life as pure in 
morals, as blameless in conduct, as those others were 
profligate and abandoned. 13ut Robertson’s laith was 
founded on reason and inquiry, not built upon tlie 
blind devotion to established usages ; and liis piety, 
while charity tempered it, was aarmod at tlie genial 
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fire of a learned and inquiring philosophy, and pro- 
ceeded from his reason, not, like the dogmatical zeal of 
Johnson, inspired by fierce passions, matured by hypo- 
chondriacal temperament, stimulated by nervous fears. 
The one could give a reason for the faith that was in 
him — the other believed upon trust ; the one believed 
because he could argue — the other because he was 
afraid ; the one grounded his religion upon his learn- 
ing — the other upon his wishes and his temper. The 
intolerant layman seemed to betray in his demeanour 
his soreness, in his horror of discussion a lurking sus- 
picion that all was not sound in the groundwork of his 
system. The tolerant and philosophic divine showed 
a manly confidence in the solidity of the altar at 
which he ministered. While Johnson was enraged at 
the foundations of his ill-understood, unexamined belief 
being scrutinized for fear they should be shaken, Robert- 
son, who well comprehended on what his faith rested, 
defied the utmost inquiry and most active efforts of his 
adversaries, well assured that out of the conflict, how- 
ever fiercely sustained, the system to which he was at- 
tached, because he understood it, must come with new 
claims to universal acceptation. 
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I HAVE been favoured with some unpublished letters of Mr. 
Hume by the kindness of my learned kinsman Lord Meadow- 
bank and other friends. By the following part of a letter to Dr. 
Clephanc, we may perceive that he had once, at least, gone out 
of his line, and attempted something purely fanciful, apparently 
in verse. From the sample of his imaginative writing in the 
Essays, the ^ Epicurean especially, little room is left for lament- 
ing that he did not further pursue this deviation from his ap- 
pointed walk. The letter is dated 18th February, 1751. His 
low estimate of Shakspeare breaks out in this letter ; but he 
became convinced in the sequel, that his kinsman’s tragedy, 
‘Douglas,’ to which he alludes, deserved the success which he 
justly predicts ; for we find him afterwards, to the same friend, 
giving his opinion, after reading the tragedy, and he terms it 
“ a singular as well as fine performance, steering clear of the 
spirit of the English theatre, not devoid of Attic and French 
elegance.” He seems to have formed a very low estimate of the 
English genius in those days ; for, speaking of Lord Lyttelton’s 
^ Henry III.,’ which he hears is to be in three quarto volumes, 
he exclaims, “ O magnum, horribilc, et sacrum libellum ! — 
the last epithet probably applicable to it in more senses than 
one” — and adds, ** however, it cannot well fail to be readable, 
which is a great deal for an English book now-a-days.” 

“Ninewells, near Berwick, 18th February, 1751. 

. . . “ But since I am in the humour of displaying my wit, 
I must tell you that lately, at our idle hours, I wrote a sheet 
called the ‘ Bellman’s Petition,* wherein (if I be not partial. 
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which I certainly am) there was great pleasantry and satire. 
The printers in Edinburgh refused to print it (a good sign, 
you’ll say, of my prudence and discretion). Mr. Mure, the 
member, has a copy of it : ask it of him if you meet with him, 
or bid the Colonel, who sees him every day in the house, ask 
it ; and, if you like it, read it to the General, and then return 
it. I will not boast, for I have no manner of vanity. But 
when I think of the present dulness of London, I cannot 
forbear exclaiming, ^ Rome n’est pas dans Rome ; e’est par- 
tout oil je suis.’ 

A namesake of mine has wrote a tragedy, which he ex- 
pects to come on this winter. I have not seen it, but some 
people commend it much. It is very likely to meet with 
success, and not to deserve it ; for the author tells me he is a 
great admirer of Shakspeare, and never read Racine. 

If you answer this any time within the twelvemonth, it is 
sufficient ; and I promise not to answer your next at less than 
six months’ interval. And so, as the Germans say, ^ Je me 
recomante a fos craces.’ 

Yours, 

David Hume.” 

The following, to the same correspondent, gives an account 
of his establishment after his election as librarian : — 

“ Edinburgh, 6th February, 1752. 

I must now set you an example and speak of myself; by 
this I mean that you are to speak to me of yourself. I shall 
exult and triumph to you a little that I have now at last, being 
turned of forty, to my honour, to that of learning, and to that of 
the present age, arrived at the dignity of being a householder. 
About seven months ago I got a house of my own, and com- 
pleted a regular family, consisting of a head, viz. myself, and 
two inferior members, a maid and a cat. My sister has since 
joined me, and keeps me company. With frugality I can 
reach, I find, cleanliness, warmth, light, plenty, and content- 
ment What would you have more? Independence? I 
have it in a supreme degree. Honour ? That is not altogether 
wanting. Grace ? That will come in time. A wife ? That 
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ift none of the iudispensahle requisites of life. Books? That 
is one of them» and I have more than I can use. In short, I 
cannot find any blessing of consequence that I am not pos- 
sessed of in a greater or less degree ; and without any great 
effort of philosophy, I may be easy and satisfied. 

'^As there is no happiness without occupation, I have 
begun a work which will employ me several years, and which 
yields me much satisfaction.” 

The following is his letter introducing the future Chancellor, 
then a young man of twenty, going for the first time to 
London, which he visited before he was admitted an advocate 
in Scotland : — 

Dear Doctor, “ Edinburgh, 6th March, 1753. 

This is delivered to you by my friend Mr. Wedder- 
burn, who makes a jaunt to London, partly with a view to 
study, partly to entertainment. I thought I could not do him 
a better office, nor more suitable to both these purposes, than 
to recommend him to the friendship and acquaintance of a 
man of learning and conversation. He is young ; 

* Mais dans les ames bien n^es 
La vertu n*attend point le nombre des ann^es.’ 

It will be a great obligation both to him and me if you give 
him encouragement to see you frequently ; and after that, I 
doubt not but you will think that you owe me an obligation, 

* Ha in giovanile corpo senile senno.’ 

But I will say no more of him, lest my letter fall into the same 
fault which may be remarked in his behaviour and his conduct 
in life — the only fault which has been remarked in them — 
that of promising so much that it will be difficult for him to 
support it. You will allow that he must have been guUty of 
► some error of this kind when I tell you, that the man with 
whose friendship and company I have thought myself very 
much favoured, and whom 1 recommend to you as a friend 
and a companion, is just twenty. 

I ami dear Doctor, 

Your affectionate friend and servant, 

^^Dr. Clephane.** "" David Hume. 

R 2 
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There is a long letter to Dr. Clephane anxiously desiring 
his opinion upon the true causes of his ^ History ’ having so 
entirely failed, and indicating his own notion that this was 
owing to his freedom in treating religious and ecclesiastical 
subjects, but expressing his surprise that such a tone should 
not rather have recommended his book to the favour of one 
class and the hostility of another, than have made it sink into 
obKvion and neglect. In a letter to Colonel Edmonstone he 
treats the same disappointment in a more jocose manner, 
indicating what he conceives to be the taste of the public, and 
their fondness for worthless writings. 

Edinburgh, 25th September, 1757. 

I am engaged in writing a new volume of history from 
the beginning of Henry VII. till the accession of James I. 
It will probably be published in the winter after next. I 
believe I shall write no more history, but proceed directly to 
attack the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments, and 
the Single Catechism, and to recommend suicide and adultery, 
and persist until it shall please the Lord to take me to 
himself. Yours ever, 

-D. H." 


To Andrew Millar, the Bookseller. 

‘‘ 12th April, 1755. 

The second volume of my ^ History’ I can easily find a 
way of conveying to you, when finished, and corrected, and 
fairly copied. Perhaps I may be in London myself about 
that time. I have always said to all my acquaintance, that if 
the first volume bore a little of a Tory aspect, the second 
would probably be as grateful to the opposite party. The 
two first princes of the House of Stuart were certainly more 
excusable than the two second The constitution was in their 
time very ambiguous and undetermined, and their parliaments 
were in many respects refractory and obdurate. But Charles 
the Second knew that he had succeeded to a very limited 
monarchy. His Long Parliament was indulgent to him, and 
even consisted almost entirely of Royalists, yet he could not 
be quiet nor contented ivith a legal authority. I need not 
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mention the oppressions in Scotland, nor the absurd conduct 
of King James the Second: these are obvious and glaring 
points. Upon the whole, I wish the two volumes had been 
published together ; neither one party nor the other would in 
that case have had the least pretext for reproaching me with 
partiality. 

I shall give no further umbrage to the godly ; though I am 
far from thinking that my liberties on that head have been the 
real cause of checking the sale of the first volume : they might 
afford a pretence for decrying it to those who were resolved, 
on other accounts, to lay hold of pretexts. 

Pray tell Dr. Birch, if you have occasion to see him, that his 
story of the warrant for Lord Loudon^s execution, though at 
first I thought it highly improbable, appears to me at present 
a great deal more likely. I find the same story in Scotstarvel’s 
‘ Staggering State,’ which was published here a few months 
ago. The same story, coming from difierent channels, with- 
out any dei)endence on each other, bears a strong air of pro- 
bability. I have spoke to Duke Hamilton, who says I shall 
be very welcome to peruse all his papers. I shall take the 
first opportunity of going to the bottom of that affair ; and if 
I find any confirmation of the suspicion, will be sure to 
inform Dr. Birch. I own it is the strongest instance of any 
which history affords of King Charles’s arbitrary principles. 

‘‘ I have made a trial of ‘ Plutarch,’ and find that I take 
pleasure in it, but cannot yet form so just a notion of the time 
and pains which it will require, as to tell you what sum of 
money I would think an equivalent. But I shall be sure to 
inform you as soon as I come to a resolution. The notes 
requisite will not be numerous, nor so many as in the former 
edition. I think so bulky a book ought to be swelled as little 
as possible, and nothing added but what is absolutely requi- 
site. The little trial I have made convinces me that the 
undertaking will require time. My manner of composing is 
slow, and I have great difiiculty to satisfy myself.” 


The conclusion of this letter is extremely interesting, 
as proving the truth of the assertion in the ‘ Life’ respect* 
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ing his caxeM and deliberate manner of composing. This 
Appendix gives further proofs from the MS. of his Works. 


To Andrew Millar. 

, “ Edinburgh, 22nd September, 1766. 

'^Mr. Strachan in a few days will have finished the 
printing this volume ; and I hope you will find leisure before 
the hurry of winter to peruse it, and to write me your remarks 
on it. I fancy you will publish about the middle of November. 
I must desire you to take the trouble of distributing a few 
copies to my friends in London, and of sending me a few 
copies here ; the whole will be fifteen copies. 

^ ^ N ot withstanding Mr. Mallet's impertinence in not answering 
my letter (for it deserves no better a name), if you can engage 
him, from yourself, to mark, on the perusal, such slips of lan- 
guage as he thinks I have fallen into in this volume, it will 
be a great obligation to me : I mean that I shall lie under an 
obligation to you ; for I would not willingly owe any to him. 

I am, dear Sir, 

Your most humble Servant, 

David Hume.’' 


To Andrew Millar. 

Dear Sir, 1758 or 1759. 

I am very glad that Mr. Robertson is entering on 
terms with you. It was, indeed, my advice to him, when he 
set out for London, that he should think of no other body ; 
and I ventured to assure him that he would find your way of 
dealing firank, and open, and generous. He read me part of 
his ^ History and I had an opportunity of reading another 
part of it in manuscript about a twelvemonth ago. Upon the 
whole, my expectations, both from what I saw, and from my 
knowledge of the author, are very; much raised, and I consider 
it as a work of uncommon merit. I know that he has em- 
ployed himself with great diligence and care in collecting the 
facts. His style is lively and entertaining, and he judges 
with temper and candour. He is a man generdly known and 
esteemed in this coun^; and we look upon him very 



HUME. 


247 


deservedly as inferior to nobody in capacity and learning. 
Hamilton and Balfour have offered him a very unusual price, — 
no less than five hundred pounds for an edition of two thou- 
sand ; but I own that I should be better pleased to see him in 
your hands. I only inform you of the fact, that you may see 
how high the general expectations are of Mr. Robertson’s 
performance. It will have a quick sale in this country, from 
the character of the author ; and in England, from the merit 
of the work, as soon as it is known. 

Some part of the subject is common with mine ; but as his 
work is a History of Scotland, mine of England, we do not 
interfere ; and it will rather be an amusement to the reader 
to compare our method of treating the same subject. I give 
you thanks, however, for your attention in asking my 
opinion.” 

It is not without some reluctance that I add the following 
letter, because it is likely to give an unfavourable and also an 
unfair impression of the writer’s principles. But let it be re- 
membered that he sincerely believed in the unhappy dogmas 
of infidelity, and consequently held the whole subject of reli- 
gious opinions cheap. To have done so in public would 
have been exceedingly blameable ; in private, it seemed to his 
mind a necessary consequence of his indifference or contempt, 
that he should fall into the lax morality of the ancients on 
this point, and give an exoterical conformity to what he eso- 
terically disbelieved. In my very clear opinion this course 
is wholly repugnant to sound morals ; and is to be reprobated, 
whether in the excess to which Mr. Hume carried it, or in 
the lesser degree to which such reasoners as Hr. Paley have 
adopted it. The suppression of such a letter would have ap- 
peared inconsistent with the plan of writing Mr. Hume’s life 
historically, and not merely composing a panegyric upon 
him. 


To Colonel Edmonstone. 

Dear Edmonstone, Not dated, but supposed, 1764. 

1 was just projecting to write a long letter to you, and 
another to Mr. V., when your last obliging epistle came to 
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hand. I immediately put pen to paper to assure you that the 
report is entirely groundless, and that I have not lost, nor 
ever could have lost, a shilling by Fairholm^s bankruptcy. 
Poor John Adams is very deeply engaged with him ; but I 
had a letter last post from Dr. Blair which informs me that 
he will yet be able to save fifteen or sixteen thousand pounds. 
I am glad to give you also this piece of intelligence. 

What — do you know that Lord Bute is again all-powerful? 
— or rather that he was always so, but is now acknowledged 
for such by all the world ? Let this be a new motive for Mr. 
V. to adhere to the ecclesiastical profession, in which he may 
have so good a patron, for civil employments for men of letters 
can scarcely be found. All is occupied by men of business, 
or by Parliamentary interest. It is putting too great a respect 
on the vulgar, and on their superstitions, to pique oneself on 
sincerity with regard to them. Did ever one make it a point 
of honour to speak truth to children or madmen ? If the 
thing were worthy being treated gravely, I should tell him 
that the Pythian oracle, with the approbation of Xenophon, 
advised every one to worship the Gods vo/xw 7to\ms* I wish it 
were still in my power to be a hypocrite in this parti- 
cular. The common duties of society usually require it; 
and the ecclesiastical profession only adds a little more to an 
innocent dissimulation, or rather simulation, without which it 
is impossible to pass through the world. Am I a liar because 
I order my servant to say I am not at home when I do not 
desire to see company ? 

How could you imagine that I was under-secretary to 
Lord Hertford, or that I would ever be prevailed on to accept 
such a character ? I am not secretary at all, but do the busi- 
ness of secretary to the embassy without any character. Bun- 
bury has the commission and appointment — a young man of 
three or four and twenty, somewhat vain and ignorant, whom 
Lord Hertford refused to acce;4 of, as thinking he would be 
of no use to him. The King gave me a pension of 200?. 
a-year for life to engage me to attend his Lordship. My Lord 
is very impatient to have me secretary to the embassy, and 
writes very earnest letters to that purpose to the ministers — 
and among the rest to Lord Bute. He engaged me somewhat 
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against my will to write also to such of my friends as had credit 
with that favourite, Oswald, Elliot, Sir Harry Erskine, and 
John Hume of Douglas. The King has promised that my 
Lord Hertford shall soon be satisfied in this particular; and 
yet I know not how, I suspect that some obstacle will yet in- 
terpose, though nothing can be more scandalous than for a 
man to enjoy the revenue of an office which is exercised by 
another. Mr. Bunbury has great interest, being married to 
a sister of the Duke of Richmond, and sister-in-law to Lord 
Holland. The appointments of this office are above 1000/. 
a-year, and the expense attending it nothing ; and it leads to 
all the great employments. I wait the issue with patience, 
and even with indifference. At my years, and with my for- 
tune, a man with a little common sense, without philosophy, 
may be indifferent about what happens. 

“ I am, dear Edmonstone, 

Yours sincerely, 

‘‘ David Humb.” 

The following fac-simile extracts from the MS. of the ^ His- 
tory* prove two things : — First, that Hume carefully composed 
and diligently corrected his composition; but secondly, that 
the finer passages having more occupied his attention, he had, 
before committing them to paper, more attentively elaborated 
and more nearly finished them. The characters of Alfred 
and of Edward III. are of this description, so is the earlier 
part of the magnificent description of the Romish Interdict’s 
operation. The MS. of the * Dialogues ’ affords an example of 
his repeated correction in his more ordinary passages. In the 
second edition of his works he again and again corrected ; and 
even his familiar letters appear to have been laboured with 
similar care : — 

merit in private 

** The porsonal bo - ohftfaG^F-of this Prince, both persona l 
life, 

& public A may with advantage be set in opposition to 
that whioh - that of any Monarch or citizen, which the Annals 
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of any age or any Nation, can present to us. He seems 
indeed to be the compleat model of that perfect character, 
which, under the denomination of a Sage or Wiseman, the 

been fond of delineating 

Philosophers have e v e r - rather as a fiction of 

ever 

their imagination, than with the hopes of -e v e i *’ seeing it 
reduc’d to Practice ; so happily were all his virtues temper’d 
justly 

together : so i He e ly were they blended : and so powerfully 
did each prevent the other from exceeding its proper Bounds. 
He knew how to conciliate the boldest enterprize with the 
coolest moderation: the most obstinate Perseverance with 
the easiest Flexibility : the most severe justice with the greatest 

greatest affability of 

lenity : the most rigorous command with the fft oet affabl e- 

and inclination science 

deportment : the highest capacity ..i. for - knowlodgo - with the 
most shining talents for action. His civil and his military 
virtues are almost equally the objects of our admiration: 

ing 

except A only, that the former, being more rare among 
princes, as well as more useful seem chiefly to challenge 
our applause. Nature also, as if desirous, that so bright a 
production of her skill shoud be set in the fairest light, 
b i a ^ bestowed on him 

had -e ndow e d a - wkh a all bodily accomplishments, vigour 
of limbs. Dignity of shap and air, and a pleasant, engaging, 
and open countenance. Fortune, alone, by throwing him into 
that barbarous age, deprived him of historians worthy to 
transmit his Fame to Posterity: and we wish to see him 
pamtod ■ delineated in more lively -st rokes colours, and with 

particular strokes 

more 4 i - v e ly OolourBj that we may at least -see- see- perceive 
some of those small Specks and Blemishes, from which, as a 
man, it is impossible he coud be entirely fr ee exempted.” 


The sentence of Interdict was at that time the great 
instrument of Vengeance and Policy employd by the Court 
of Rome : was pronounc’d against sovereigns for the lightest 
offences: and for tho guitt - ef one porcon made the guilt 
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of one person involve the Bidn of Millions, even in their 
spiritual and eternal Welfare. The execution of it was 
artificially calculated to strike the senses in the highest 
with irresistable force 

degree, and to operate a on the superstitious minds. The 
Nation was of a sudden deprivd of all exterior exercise of 
its religion. The altars were despoild of all- their orna- 
ments. The crosses, the relicts, the images, the statues of 
the saints were laid on the ground, and as if the air itself 
were profan’d and might pollute them by its contact, the 
priests carefully cover’d them up, even from their own 
approach and veneration. The use of bells entirely ceas’d 
in aU the churches. ITie bells themselves were removd 
from the steeples and laid on the ground with the other 

* IBSi churches 

sacred utensils. Mass was celebrated - in - the church with 

admitted to 

shut doors, and none but the priests were - aHow^d t e- att e nd 

The laity partook of no religious rite 

their holy institution. -N o rite of religi o n * wa s practic d 
except baptism to new bom infants, and the communion to 
the dying. The dead were not al lo wed to b et interred in 
consecrated ground. They were thrown into ditches, and 
bury’d in common fields : and the obsequies were not attended 
with prayers or any hallow’d ceremony. Marriage was cele- 
the 

brated in a churchyards, and that every action in life 
might bear marks of this dreadful situation, the people were 
prohibited 

forb i d the use of meat, as in lent or times of the highest 
penance, were debarrd firom all pleasures and entertainments, 
and were forbid even to salute each other, or so much as to 
shave their beards and give any decent attention to their 

carryd the symptoms 

person and apparel. Every circumstance -b or e . th e marks of 

immediate 

the deepest distress, and of the most dro a dful oxp e o t at i o ft 
apprehensions of divine vengeance and indignation.” 


Illegible. 
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HENRY III. 

" I reckon not among the violations of the great charter 

arbitrary 

some practic es A Exertions of Prerogative, which Henry’s 

without producing any discontents 

necessities oblig’d him to practice, and which a were uniformly 
continued 

■ pr a ctic e d by all his successors till the last century. As the par- 

that nso mctinico in a manner somewhat 
liament often refusd him supplies, and a - oft e n - ia a v e ry rude 
and indecent-flwmneis he obliged his opulent subjects, parti- 
cularly the citizens of London, to grant him loans of money : 

want of economy 

and it is natural to imagine, that the same n ec e s siti es- which 

reduced him to the necessity of borrowing him from 
obliged him to berr e w > would prevent -butr being very r e gukr - 
He demanded benevolences, or pretended voluntary 
their contributions from his nobility & prelates, 

in -the payment o f his d e b ts a He was the first King of 
England since the Conquest who could be fairly said to 

also 

lye under the restraint of law : and he was a the first who 
practied the dispensing power, and employ’d the famous 

Patents 

clause of non obstante in his grants and ■ chart e rs * The Princes 

notwithstanding the great power of the monarchs, 

both of the Saxon « Norman line own country 

of Wales A still preserved authority in their - m e uutain s ; and 
had often -had- been constraiud to pay tribute 

tho’ they eentinuo d-4 o d o - homag e to the crown of England, 

in subordination or even in peace 

they were with difficulty retaind in-subj e cti c n, and almost 
throughout 

4a- every reign since the conquest had infested the English 

inroads 

frontiers with petty incursions and sudden ht c afsion s i which 
» deoofv c 4 1 > b a loutionod merited to have place 
seldom merit e d to hav e place in a general history.” 


The behaviour of John ‘bow’d him not unworthy of 

o g c a e r e ae - courteous never 

Ulis A treatment. His present abject fortune a made him 

-aever- forget a moment that he was a King. More sensible 
Edward's 

to to th e Prinooo generosity than to his own calamities, he 
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confess’d, that, notwithstanding his Defeat and Captivity, his 
Honour was still unimpaired : and that, if he yielded the 
victory, it was at least gain’d by a Prince of such consummate 
Valour and Humanity.” 


EDWARD III. 

The prisoners were everywhere treated with Humanity and 
were soon after dismissd on paying moderate Ransoms to the 
Persons into whose hands they had fallen. The extent of their 
fortunes was consider’d, and no more was exacted of them, 
that* what woud still leave them suflScient to enable them 
for the future, to take the field in a manner suitable to their 
quality 

rank & “S tation. Yet so numerous -a nd - ou c h a » were the 
noble Prisoners, that these Ransoms- w e ge -e uffici e nt i to onri 

Field 

join’d to the spoils of the -Bottle- were sufficient to enrich 
the Princes army : and as they had sufferd very little in the 

joy & exultation 

action, their -tr iumph was complete.” 


DIALOGUES ON NATURAL RELIGION. 

Now Cleanthes said Philo, with an air of Alacrity & 
Triumph — Mark the consequence. First By this Method of 

claim 

Reasoning, you renounce all Pfctcnoiono to Infinity in any of 
the attributes of the Deity. For as the Cause ought only to be 
proportion’d to the Efifect, and the Effect so far as it falls under 

y e u - ^i tt- , upon your supposidon 

our cognisance : what Pretensions - y e ull oa y-have we to ascribe 
Attribute You will still resist that, by 

that Etwtbo t to the Divine Being ? a removing him so 

hypothesis 

-bf4li-give into the most arbitrary - s w ppofid o M & at the same time weaken 
much from all similarity to human creatures, we a dostroy all 

Proofs of his Existence. 


Sic. 
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This Theory^ I own, replyd Cleanthes, has never before 
occnrd to me, tho’ a pretty natural one; and I cannot 
readily delivog any opinion ab o ut it upon so short an exami- 

deliver any opinion wiVh regard to it 

nation & reflection a. You are very scrupulous indeed, said 
Were examine 

Philo : and.w e ffo 1 to star t- e bj e cti o n s a nd diffi su llie g to any 
system of yours, I should not have acted with half that 
in starting otjections & difficulties to it 

caution and reserve a. However, if any thing occur to you, 
will 

yoult oblige us by proposing it. 

between 

I allow of your comparison be twix t, the Stoics & Sceptics^ 

may 

as - ju fl t^ replyd Philo. But you - m ust- observe, at the same 
time, that the mind cannot in Stoicism, support the highest 
Flights of Philosophy, yet even when it sinks lower, it 
still retains somewhat of its former Disposition; & the 

The Stoics -t he S toi si 

4» a r Th e B to i c -ttts- will his 

effects of 4t8. A Reasoning a appear in a 4te- conduct in common 
thro* his 

Life, and ^ the whole Tenor of it* actions. The Antient 

■Iho cehaol As gcheol of 

schools, particularly t hat of a Ze7io, produced examples of 
Virtue & Constancy which seem astonishing to present 
times/* 


It is necessary to correct a very gross misstatement into 
which some idle or ill-intentioned person has betrayed an in- 
genious and learned critic respecting the papers of Mr. Hume 
still remaining and ?n Edinbuigh. “ Those who have exa- 
mined the Hume papers, which we know only from report, 
speak highly of their inteiest, but add that they furnish pain- 
ful disclosures concerning the ^j[Mnion8 then prevailing among 
the clergy of the northern metropolis ; distinguished ministers 
of the Gospel encouraging the scoffs of their familiar friend, 
the author of the ^ Essay on Miracles/ and echoing the blas- 
phemies of their associate the author of the ‘ Essay on Sui- 
cide/ ** Those Edinburgh clergymen are then called ‘‘ be- 
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trayers of their Lord,” and much more is added of a like kind.* 
Now this heavy charge against some of the most pious and 
most virtuous men who ever adorned any church, Dr. Robert- 
son, Dr. Blair, Dr. Jardine, Dr. Drysdale, and others, seemed 
eminently unlikely to be well founded. I have caused 
minute search to be made ; and on fully examining all that 
collection, the result is to give the most unqualified and 
peremptory contradiction to this scandalous report. It is in- 
conceivable how such a rumour should have arisen in any 
quarter. 

A severe, and we may well be permitted to add, a singularly 
absurd observation of Archbishop Magee is cited in the same 
criticism. t His Grace describes Hume’s heterodox writings as 

standing memorials of a heart as wicked and a head as weak as 
ever pretended to the character of philosopher and moralist.’* 

Now I have no right to complain of the Most Reverend 
Prelate for forming so low an estimate of Mr. Hume’s under* 
standing, and entertaining so bad an opinion of his heart ; an 
estimate and an opinion not confined by his Grace to one class 
of his writings, though undeserved by any. Yet it does appear 
somewhat strange that merely because one of the most able 
men that ever lived, and one of the most virtuous, unhappily 
entertained religious opinions very different from those of the 
Archbishop, therefore he must be proclaimed both a dunce and 
a knave. It may also be permitted us to wish that the disciples 
of the religion in which ^Hhe greatest of these things is 
charity,” and in which erring mortals are forbidden “ to judge 
lest they be judged,” should emulate the candour and the 
charity of unbelievers ; for assuredly if Mr. Hume had lived to 
read the Archbishop's work on the * Atonement,’ though he 
might not have been converted by it, he would freely have 
confessed tlie great talents and the unspotted virtue of its 
author. 

Quarterly Review, vol. Ixxiii. p. 556. | Id., p. 552. 
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Joined in friendship and in fame with the great 
man whose life and writings we have been contem- 
plating, and, equally with him, founder of the repu- 
tation of our country for excellence in historical com- 
position, was William Robertson, also a native of 
Scotland. His father, a learned, pious, and eloquent 
divine, was settled for several years as minister of the 
Scotch church in London Wiill, but had returned to 
Scotland before his marriage with Miss Pitcairn of 
Dreghorn, in the county of Edinburgh, and was settled 
at Borthwick, in the same county, at the time of the 
historian’s birth, on the 19th of Sej)tember, 1721. I 
have been curious to ascertain the kind of genius which 
distinguished his father beside his talent for drawing, 
of which I possess a specimen showing some skill,* 
and by the kindness of a kinsman I have had the great 


* It is a miniature in Indian ' of James, Earl of Seafield, one 
of the forfeited Lords, to whom he was believed to be distantly re- 
lated. A tradition prevailed in the family that they descended 
from John Knox. The historian professed himself quite unac- 
quainted with the reasons of this rumour which connected him with 
“ the rustic Apostle,*' w hose character and conduct he has described 
most faithfully and strikingly. 
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satisfaction of receiving a copy of the only sermon which 
he ever published, as well as of two or three hymns, 
translations, and paraphrases from the Hebrew of the 
Old Testament. The sermon is able, judicious, cor- 
rectly composed, both for accuracy of diction and se- 
verity of taste, and contains passages of great l^eauty and 
effect. It resembles what in England would be called 
an Ordination Sermon or Change, being delivered at 
the opening of the Metropolitan Synod in May, 1737, 
and is a full description of the duties of ministers, the 
title of it being that “ they should please God rather 
than men.” The poetry is elegant and classical. 
Both productions plainly show that good taste, as well 
as strong but sober reason, came to the great historian 
by descent as well as by study. But that his father 
held opinions more strict on some subjects than the 
relaxed rigour of the Presbyterian rule prescribed half 
a century later, may be seen from his requiring his 
son’s j)roinise never to enter a play-house. This was 
stated by him in reference to his father, when debating 
the question of John Home’s having written the play 
of ‘ Douglas.’. It is needless to add that, however 
much lie differed with his father on this subject, he 
strictly adhered through life to the promise thus given, 
insomuch that when Garrick and Henderson at dif- 
ferent times visited him, they entertained and interested 
him by exhibiting to him in private specimens of the 
art in which both so eminently excelled. The tra- 
ditional character of the venerable person whom I 
have mentioned, in his family, was anything rather 
than sour or stern, how severe and unliending soever 
may have lieen his moral feelings. For the sweetness 
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of his placid temper, and the cheerfulness of his kindly 
disposition, I have heard him spoken of in terms of 
the warmest enthusiasm by such of his children as 
were old enough at the time of his decease to recollect 
him distinctly. The idea of again meeting him in 
another sfcite was ever present to my grandmother’s 
mind, (who was his eldest daughter,) and especially 
when stricken with any illness. It was with her a 
common source of argument for a future state, as 
proved by the light of nature, and in her pious mind a 
confirmation of the truth of Christianity, that, believ- 
ing in the Divine goodness, she could not conceive 
the extinction of so much angelical purity as adorned 
her parent, and so fine an understanding as he pos- 
sessed. Their mother was a woman of great ability 
and force of character ; but like many of that cast, 
women especially, she was more stern, and even severe, 
than amiable ; and this contrast, unfavourable to the 
one, redounded to the augmented love of the other. 
It cannot be doubted that the son’s character derived 
a strong tincture from both parents, but that while he 
was mild and gentle in his temper, and of an engaging 
demeanour, his firmness and decision, nay, his inclina- 
tion towards the Stoical system of morals, and even to 
a certain degree of Stoical feeling too, was derived from 
his mother. 

iTie death of these two excellent persons was singu- 
larly melancholy, and served to impress on the minds of 
their family a mournful recollection of their virtues. 
Mr. Robertson had Ijeen removed to the Old Grey Friars 
Church of Edinburgh in 1733 ; and ten years after- 
wards, both he and his wife, seized with putrid fever. 
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died within a few days of one another, leaving eight 
children, six daughters and two sons, of whom Wil- 
liam was the elder. He had been educated first at the 
school of Dalkeith, under a very able teacher of the 
name of Leslie, a gentleman at that time of the grefit- 
est eminence in his j)rofession. On his father’s removal 
to Edinburgh, he was taken thither and ])laced at the 
University, though only twelve years old. His dili- 
gence in study was unremitting, and he jmrsued 
his education at the different classes for eijfht years 
with indefatigable zeal. He had laid down for himself 
a strict plan of reading ; and of the notes which he 
took there remain a number of books, l)eginning when 
he was only fourteen, all l)earing the sentence as a 
motto which so characterised his love of learning, indi- 
cating that he delighted in it abstractedly, and for its 
own sake, without regarding the uses to which it might 
l)e turned — “ Vita sine lifteris mors." I give this gloss 
upon the motto or text advisedly. His whole life was 
spent in study. I well remember his constant habit of 
quitting the drawing-room both alter dinner and again 
after tea, and remaining shut uj) in his library. The 
period of time when I saw this was after the ‘ History 
of America’ had been published, and before Major Ren- 
nell's map and memoir appeared, which he ttdls us 
first suggested the ‘ Disquisition on Ancient India.’ 
Consequently, for above ten years he was in the course 
of constant study, engaged in extending his inform- 
ation, examining and revolving the facts of history, 
contemplating ethical and theological truths, amus- 
ing his fancy with the strains of Greek and Ronijin 
poetry, or warming it at the tire of ancient eloquence 
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BO congenial to his mind, at once argumentative and 
rhetorical ; and all this study produced not one written 
line, though thus unremittingly carried on. The same 
may be said of the ten years he passed in constant 
study from 1743, the beginning of his residence in a 
small parish, of very little clerical duty, to 1752, when 
we know from his letter to Lord Hailes he began his 
first work. But, indeed, the composition of his three 
great works, spread over a period of nearly thirty years, 
clearly evinces that during this long time his studies 
must have been much more subservient to his own grati- 
fication than to the j»re|)aration of his writings, which 
never could have retpiired one half that number of years 
for their completion. 

Translations from the classics, and especially from 
the Greek, of which he was a perfect master, formed a 
considerable part of his labojir. He considered this 
exercise as well calculated to give an accurate know- 
ledge of our own language, by obliging us to weigh 
the shades of dillerence l)etwcen words or jdirases, and 
to find the expression, whether by the selection of the 
terms or the turning of the idiom, which is rerpiired 
for a given meaning ; whereas, when composing origi- 
nally, the idea may be varied in order to suit the dic- 
tion which most easily presents itself, of which the 
influence produced manifestly by rhymes, in moulding 
the sense as well as sugge'^ling it, aflbrds a striking and 
familiar example.* His translationshowever, were not 
wholly confined to their purjmse of teaching composi- 

♦ I may mention that both lie and hi.s son, the Judge, prescribed 
this exercise to me, and, among others, made me translate all the 
‘ History ’ of FJorus. 
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tion ; he appears to have at the same time indus- 
triously completed the work of rendering some ancient 
treatises, which peculiarly interested him. He had even 
prepared for the press a translation of Antoninus’s ‘ Me- 
ditations,’* having thus early felt a strong leaning 
towards the Stoical philoso[>hy. The appearance of a 
very poor translation at (xlasgow prevented the execu- 
tion of this design, but the work remains : I have it 
now in iny possession, and shall give one or two pas- 
sages in the Appendix. In elocution he acquired faci- 
lity and correctness l)y attending a society which met 
weekly to debate literary and philosophical questions. 
This society gave rise many years later to another, 
which was frequented l)y the men who in after life 
proved the most distinguished of their countrymen : 
Iluine, Smith (neither of whom ever took part in de- 
bate), Wed<lerburn (afterwards Chancellor), Fergu- 
son, Home (liOrd Kames), were of the number. But 
his thirst of knowledge was not confined to these its 
more easy and more inviting walks. He had deeply 
studied some branches of tlie severer sciences. It is 
not, therefore, without good cause that he speaks of 
mathematical subjects (in his preface to the work on 
India)* as having been embraced in his course of study, 
though not having l>een carried so far as a discussion 
of tlie Brahminical astronomy might require. 

In 1741, according to the constitution of the Scotch 
Church, he was licensed by the Presbytery of Edin- 
burgh to preach ; orders being only conferred upon a 


* Marc. Aiircl. : Twi» ig lavroy. 
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presentation to a living or Kirk. Two years after, he 
was appointed minister of Gladsmuir, a country parish 
in East Lothian ; and this event happened fortunately 
on the eve of the irreparable loss sustained by the 
family in the death of both their parents, which left his 
brother and his sisters wholly without provision. He 
immediately took the care of them upon himself, and 
would form no connexion in marriage until he had seen 
them placed in situations of independence. He thus 
remained single for eight years, during which his eldest 
and favourite sister superintended his family. In her 
sound judgment he always placed the greatest con- 
fidence ; for he knew that to gretat beauty she added a 
calm and a firm temper, inherited from their mother, 
but with greater sweetness of disposition. An instance 
of her fortitude and presence of mind was sometimes 
mentioned by him, though never alluded to by herself, 
that a swarm of bees having settled on her head and 
shoulders while sitting in the garden, she remained 
motionless until they took wing, thus saving her life, 
which was in imminent jeopardy. She was married in 
1750, and the year after he married his cousin. Miss 
Nesbit. 

While at Gladsmuir, where be remained fifteen 
years, his life was passed in constant study, and in the 
duties of his sacred profession. He rose very early, 
and devoted the whole morninfr to his books. Later 
in the day he had ample time for visiting the sick and 
the poor generally ; and he gave great attention to the 
important duty of examining and catechising the young 
people under his care liut nothing can be more 
absurd than the statement in some of the lives which 
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have been published, as if his whole time after break- 
fast was devoted to these duties. It would have been 
utterly impossible to find subjects for his visits in 
that small country parish, not containing two hundred 
families. 

It is remarkable that, with all the love of study 
which formed so striking a feature of his character, nay, 
with the contemplative disposition which his thirst of 
knowledge for its own sake plainly indicates, he should 
have joined an extraordinary fitness for the less 
speculative pursuits of active life, and a manifest 
willingness to bear a part in them. The rebellion of 
1745 afforded an occasion on which he conceived that 
the dangers surrounding civil and religious liberty 
called for the exertions of all good citizens in its 
defence. On the news of the rebels marching towards 
Edinburgh he (juitted his parsonage (manse) and joined 
the volunteers of the capital. How far they marched 
is not known ; but that they must have proceeded 
towards the Highlands, and for some time remained 
under arms, is certain from this, that he always men- 
tioned the effect of the first coal fire on his head after 
he had been for some time accustomed to burn peat 
only. When Edinburgh was surrendered he joined a 
small body of persons from the city, who offered their 
services at Haddington to the Commander-in-Chief. 

Soon after his marriage he was returned as a meinl)er 
to the General Assembly, and again his capacity and 
his inclination for active life ap|)eared. He devoted 
himself assiduously to the business of that body ; and, 
having a very strong and clear opinion in favour of lay 
patronage, the great ([uestion which divided the Church 
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of Scotland in that day, as, in truth, it again does in 
our own, he assumed the lead of its advocates. At first 
they formed a small minority of the Assembly ; but, 
by degrees, reason enforced by eloquence had its course, 
and he gained ultimately a complete victory over his 
adversaries. 

The persecution of John Home, by the fanatical 
party, for writing the moral and innocent and even 
pious tragedy of ‘ Douglas,’ gave another occasion to 
show Dr. Robertson’s liberal and rational sentiments. 
Such of the clergy as had attended the theatre to 
witness the represcntiition were involved in the same 
bigoted outcry. Home himself lient to the storm, and 
resigned his living ; Robertson’s judicious but spirited 
defence saved the rest from more than a rebuke to 
some, and a few weeks’ susjiension to others. He man- 
fully explained why he had never attended himself, say- 
ing, that it was only owing to the promise already men- 
tioned ; but he avowed that he saw no harm in the at- 
tendance of his brethren whom no such promise l)ound. 

He was now looked up to as the acknowledged 
leader of the moderate party ; and, as they soon after 
became the ruling body in the Church, he must be 
considered as the leading minister of that venerable 
body during all the time he continued in the Assembly. 
Of the lustre with which his tiUents now shone forth 
all nien are agreed in giving s l\o same account. I have 
frequently conver.sed with those who could well re- 
member his conduct as a great party chief, and their 
uniform observation was upon the manifest capacity 
which he displayed for affairs. “ That he was not in 
his right place when only a clerical leader or a literary 
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man, but was plainly designed by nature, as well as 
formed by study, for a great practical statesman and 
orator,” is the remark which seems to have struck all 
who observed his course. His eloquence was bold and 
masculine ; his diction, which flowed with perfect ease, 
resembled that of his writings, but of course became 
suited to the exigencies of extemporaneous speech. He 
had the happy faculty of conveying an argument in a 
statement, and would more than half answer his 
adversary by describing his propositions and his reason- 
ings. He sliowed the greatest presence of mind in 
debate ; and, as nothing could ruffle the calmness of his 
temper, it was quite impossible to And him getting into 
a difficulty, or to take him at a disadvantage. He knew 
precisely the proper time of coming forward to debate, 
and the time when, repairing other men’s errors, 
supplying their deficiencies, and repelling the adverse 
assaults, he could make sure of most advantageously 
influencing the result of the conflict, to which he ever 
steadily looked, and not to display. If his habitual 
command of temper averted anger and made him loved, 
his undeviating dignity both of demeanour and of con- 
duct secured him resj)ect. The purity of his blameless 
life, and the rigid decorum of his manners, made all 
personal attacks uj)on him hopeless ; and, in the 
management of party concerns, he was so far above 
any thing like manoeuvre or stratagem, that he achieved 
the triumph so rare, and for a party chief so hard to 
win, of making his influence seem always to rest on 
reavson and j)rinciple, and his success in carrying his 
measures to arise from their wisdom, and not from liis 
own power. 

• They relate one instance of his being thrown some- 
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what off his guard, and showing a feeling of great 
displeasure, if not of anger, in a severe remark upon a 
young member. But the provocation was wholly out 
of the ordinary course of things, and it might well 
have excused, nay, called for, a much more unsparing 
visitation than his remark, which really poured oil 
into the wound it made. Mr. Cullen, afterwards 
Liord Cullen, was celebrated for his unrivalled talent 
of mimicry, and Dr. Robertson, who was one of his 
favourite subjects, had left the Assembly to dine, 
meaning to return. As the aisle of the old church, 
consecrated to the Assembly meetings, was at that late 
hour extremely dark, the artist took his opportunity of 
rising in the Principal’s place and delivering a short 
speech in his character, an evolution which he accom- 
plished without detection. The true chief returned 
soon after ; and, at the proper time for his interposition, 
rose to address the house. The venerable Assembly 
was convulsed with laughter, for he seemed to be 
repeating what he had said before, so happy had the 
imitation Ijeen, He was astonished and vexed when 
some one explained the mystery— -opened as it were the 
dark passage where Mr. Cullen had been acting. He 
said he saw how it was, and hoi)ed that a gentleman 
who could well speak in his own person would at 
length begin to act the chai-acter which properly 
belonged to him.* 

That great additional weight accrued to him as ruler 


* A somewhat similar scene occurred in the House of Commons 
on the publication of Mr. Tickell's celebrated jeu d’esprit, ‘ Anti- 
cipation.’ It only appeared on the morning' of the day when the 
session opened, and some of the speakers who had not read it 
verified it, to the no small amusement of those who had. • 
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of the Church, from the lustre of his literary fame, 
cannot be doubted ; and that the circumstance of his 
connexion with the University always securing him a 
seat in the Assembly, while others went out in rotation, 
tended greatly to consolidate his influence, is equally 
clear. But these accidents, as they are with resjwct to 
the General Assembly, would have availed him little, 
had not his intrinsic qualities as a great practical 
statesman secured his power. He may be said to have 
directed the ecclesiastical aflairs of Scotland for more 
than a quarter of a century witli unexampled success, 
and without any compromise of his own opinions, or 
modification of his views of church policy ; and he 
quitted the scene of his brilliant career while in the 
full vigour of his faculties, and the untarnished lustre 
of his fame. 

At the latter end of George II. ’s reign, that Prince, 
or his advisers, deemed it exjiedient to make a proposal, 
having for its object the elevation of this eminent 
person to a higlj rank in the English Church. The 
particulars are not known ; but Mr. Stewart, who 
probably liad some intimation of them, says that the 
offer was met \vith “ a rejection, in terms which 
effectually prevented a repetition of the attempt.” 
Probably he considered it as, in substance, an insult to 
his character for sincerity as well as independence ; 
for though no man was less tainted by narrow-minded 
bigotry, and none probably could regard less than he 
did the differences, rather political than religious, 
which separate the two churches as matters of con- 
science, he yet had declared his aversion to Episcopacy 
on grounds not to be shaken, at any rate not to be 
shaken by a proposal accompanied with temporal 
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advantage, and he would have deemed his entertaining 
it for an instant a corrupt sacrifice of his principles to 
the gratification of his ambition. 

While the conflict was raging in the Church Courts 
on Patronage, he had given to theworld his first jaib- 
lished works — his historical articles contributed to a 
periodical work established by Smith, Wedderburn 
(afterwards Chancellor), Jardine, Blair, Russell, and 
others, under the name, since become more famous, of the 
Edinburgh Review, and a sermon ])reached l)efore the 
Society ibr promoting Christian Knowledge, in January 
1755. The Review contained many able and learned 
papers, and reached a second number, when its con- 
ductors were obliged to give it up, in consequence 
of the fanatical outcry raised against a most justly 
severe criticism upon a wretched production of theolo- 
gical bigotry and intolerance a\ Inch had just disgraced 
the extreme ])arty in the Church.* The subject of 
the sermon is one i>eculiarly suited to his habits of 
incjuiry — the situation of the world at the time of our 
Saviour s ajipearance as connected with the; success of 
his mission. The merits of this pi(‘ce, as a sermon, 
are very great ; and it is a(lmira))le, as an historical 
composition, in that department which Voltaire first 
extended to all the records of past times. It was 

* This criticism was from the ' '-aiit pen of Dr. .Fardine, one of 
the most pious ministers of the Ohuroii, and a very intimate friend of 
the Principal. The papers of the latter aj)pear to have been chieHy 
writtenon subjects which he had occa>i<»n to consider as incidenUil to 
his historical researches, and he docs not seem to have put forth his 
strength in their cornposii ion. Tin y are slight as compared with Adam 
Smith's review of Johnson’s Dictionary, and his excellent letter to 
the editors on the General Stateof literature, reeomiiicndirig an en- 
largement of tlicir plan, which was confined to Scottish publications. 
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written and published before the appearance of the 
‘ Essai sur les Moeurs though, as has been already 
said,* detached portions of that work had appeared in 
a Paris periodical work. 

As a preacher he was most successful. His lan- 
guage, of course, was pure, his composition graceful, 
his reasoning cogent, his manner impressive. He spoke 
according to the custom of the Scottish Church, hav- 
ing only notes to assist his memory. His notions of 
usefulness, and his wish to avoid the fanaticism of the 
High Church party (what with us would be called the 
Low Church, or Evangelical), led him generally to 
prefer moral to theological or Gospel subjects. Yet 
he mingled also three themes essential to the duties of a 
Christian pastor. He loved to dwell on the goodness 
of the Deity, as shown forth not only in the monu- 
ments of creation, l)ut the work of love in the redemp- 
tion of mankind. He delighted to expatiate on the 
fate of man in a future state of being, and to contrast 
the darkness of the views which the wisest of the heathen 
had, with the perfect light of the new dispensation. He 
oftentimes would exj)ound the Scriptures, taking, as is 
the usage of th(i Kirk, a portion of some chapter for 
the subject of what is called Ircture as contradis- 
tinguished from sermon ; and in these discourses, the 
richness of his learning, t he remarkable clearness of his 
explanation, the felicity of his illustration, shone forth, 
as well as the cogency and elegance of his practical 
apjdication to our duties in life, the end and aim ot all 
his teaching. I have heard him repeatedly, occupying 
as he did from J 759 to his dea^h the pulpit ot the Old 


Life of Voltaire. 
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Grey Friars, wliere his father had been minister before 
him. But one sermon, though I was very young at the 
time, I never can forget. The occasion was the celebra- 
tion (5th November, 1T88) of thecentenary of the Revo- 
lution, and his sister, considering that to have heard 
such a man discourse on such a subject was a thing to 
be remembered by any one through life ever alter, took 
me to hear him. It was of singular and striking inte- 
rest, for the extreme earnestness, the youthful fervour 
with which it was delivered. But it was in some pas- 
sages upon a revolution which he expected and saw 
approaching, if not begun, as well as upon the one 
which was long past, and almost faded from the 
memory in the more absorbing interest of present 
affairs. I well remember his referring to the events 
now going on on the Continent, as the forerunners of 
far greater ones which he saw casting their shadows 
before. I le certainly had no apju’ehensions of mischief, 
but he was full of hope for the future, and his exult- 
ation was boundless in contemplating the deliverance 
of “ so many millions of so great a nation from the 
fetters of arbitrary government.” His sist(‘r and I 
often afterwards reflected on this extraordinary dis- 
course with wonder, and I teel almost certain of some 
such expressions as these having been uscmI, and of his 
foretelling that our ne igh hours would one day have to 
celebrate such an event a; / id now' called us together. 
We dined with him the same day on leaving tlie 
church, for it was the afternoon service that he had 
performed. 1 !is eldest son, afterwards I.iord Robert- 
son, was of the company ; and wlie® the Principal 
expressed his satisfaction at having had his presence at 
church (a thing by no means of weekly occurrence),* 
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the answer was, Aye, sir, if youll always give us such 
sermons, you may make it worth our while.” “ Ah,” 
answered he, "‘you would like it, as the boys say,’’ 
referring to a vulgar school taunt. 1 have again and 
again asked my learned kinsman to show me the ser- 
mon, which he admitted he possessed among his 
father s papers, fairly written out. His answer was 
that he wished to avoid giving it publicity, because, in 
the violence of the times, the author of it would be 
set down for a Jacobin, how innocent soever he was 
at tlie day of its being preached. Those times have hap- 
])ily long since passed away. I cannot believe that any 
one has ventured to destroy this remarkable produc- 
tion, though hitherto it has not been found.* — I return 
to the course of his life. 

From 1752 to 1758 he had been diligently occvi- 
pied with the ‘ History of Scotland in 1759 it ap- 
j)eared. The success of this* admirable work was as 
immediate and as universal as it was deserved. The 
whole edition, though of two ([uarto volumes, was ex- 
hausted in less than a month. There was but one 
voice in every part of the country, and among all 
ranks and descriptions of men, both u])on its pure and 
beautiful comj)osition, its interesting narrative, and 
its anxious and conscientious accuracy. A murmur 
was heard from the Jacobite party, who in Scotland 


* My kinsman, executor of Lord Robertson, has at length, after 
many a fruitless search, succetnled in finding the sermon, ami it 
now lies befon' me, written in his own hand. T can see the places 
where he added rcjnarks n ado on the inspiration of the moment, 
particularly the one above cited, of which I am the more certain 
from the subsequent convers tfioiis of his sister, who heard it with me. 
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were more wild and romantic, and more unreasoning, 
than in the southern parts of the island. Not satis- 
fied with the far less harsh view of Mary’s conduct 
which he had taken compared with Hume’s, partial as 
Hume was to the Stuarts, it was the fashion of this 
little set of enthusiasts to say that he had “ cut her 
with a razor dipped in oil.” It was no little conces- 
sion to have acquitted her of all part in Babington’s 
conspiracy, to have left her share in Darnley’s murder 
hanging in doubt, to have pronounced a decisive judg- 
ment against Elizabeth, for her whole conduct both 
towards the Scots and their Queen. These silly per- 
sons would not be appeased unless, in the face of all 
her own conduct and her own words, she was ac- 
quitted of the outrage on common decency of wed- 
ding her husband’s murderer, and screening his accom- 
plices from punishment. But the clamour, thougli it 
produced a book or two. in support of this most des- 
perate cause, spread very little even in Scotland ; and 
the national vanity was inexpressibly gratified l)y this 
great triumph in the most important and most popu-^ 
lar of. all the walks of polite learning. The delight of 
his friendvS was of course still more lively. Aware of 
his merits, as they always had been, and somewhat 
impatient of the length of time which he had suffered 
his known capacity to remain barren, now that they 
saw the abundant fruits > -owning his works, they 
exulted as if they gathered in the rich harvest in 
common, and confessed that the postponement had not 
stunted the growth, but, like a fallow, made it more 
plenteous and more rich. In truth, the discipline of 
so many years’ study to which he had subjected him- 
self, the long delay which he had interposed, though 
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all the while thoroughly versed in all the arts of com- 
position, had the salutary effect of making his first 
work as mature as his latest production. This is per- 
haps a singular instance of one who had from his early 
youth been studying diction, who had been constantly 
writing, and had for long years Ijeen almost as expert as 
he ever became, withholding himself from employing 
the faculty which he had acquired, except to render 
himself still more dexterous in its use, and continuing 
four and twenty years ere he appeared before the 
world, nay, eighteen years before he even began 
to write the work which should lay the foundation 
of his fame. He was eight and thirty when he 
jmblished it. But then it is another singularity 
as great, that considerable doubt remains if any 
of his subsequent works surpassed this first pro- 
duction. 

Among his exulting friends, David Hume deserve 
to be singled out for the heartiness of his disinterested 
joy. Far from not bearing a brother near the 
throne, he entirely rejoiced in his rival’s success, and 
even in the uniting of all testimonies to his merits, so 
strongly contrasted with the universal clamour for 
some years raised against his own ‘History,’ and the 
niggard praise which, even after five years, that work 
received. Among other kind acts, he encouraged 
some literary men at Paris to translate the new ‘ His- 
tory ;’ and he thus jocosely touches upon the loss of 
his undivided superiority as an historian : “ I warn 
you, however, this is the last time I shall ever speak 
the least good of it. A plague tjike you ! Here I sat 
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near the historical summit of Parnassus, immediately 
under Dr. Smollett,* and you have the impudence to 
squeeze yourself past me, and place yourself directly un- 
der his feet ! Do you imagine that this can be agree- 
able to me ? and must not I be guilty of great simpli- 
city to contribute by my endeavours to your thrusting 
me out of my place both at Paris and in London ? 
But I give you warning that you will find the matter 
sotnewhat difficult, at least in the former city. A 
friend of mine who is there, writes home to his father 
the strangest accounts of that kind, which my modesty 
will not allow me to ref)eat, but which it allowed me 
very deliciously to swallow.” 

Just before the ‘History ’ was published, the author 
visited London for the first time ; and his merit hav- 
ing been made known to some persons of eminence 
and of good taste, who had been allowed to peruse' por- 
tions, at least, of the proof sheets, his reception was of 
a distinguished kind. I have now before me some letters 
of his to his bosom friend, and steady coadjutor in 
ecclesiastical politics. Dr. Jardine, and it is pleasing 
to mark the natural expression of his satisfaction with 
his visit. 

The first letter which I shall give l>egins with 
a good deal of narrative upon the success of John 
Home’s ‘ Agis.’ At that time the violence and folly of 
the fanatical party made the subject of this elegant 
and amiable writer’s dramas doubly interesting to his 
friends. The tragedy, so successful at first, chiefly be- 

♦ He of course liafi the lovcst opinion of this writer’s parts as 
an historian. _ 
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cause of its predecessor, ‘ Douglas,’* having succeeded 
through merit, and partly because of high patronage, 
is a very middling performance, and, like all Mr. 
Home’s plays, except ‘ Douglas,’ has long since sunk 
into deserved oblivion. Dr. Robertson’s amiable zeal 
for his friend, and his exultation at the success of his 
piece, is very striking in this letter. 

My dear Sir, “ Thursday, March 16th. 

When I wrote you the history of " Agis,* I certainly 
foresaw some of the purposes for which it would serve, and 
that you would naturally employ it for an use of mortification 
to the wicked, as well as of comfort to the pious. I could not, 
however, have any presage either of the absurdity of the 
players, or of the malice and credulity of Home’s enemies, 
which rendered my account doubly seasonable. I now put 
it in your power to mortify them with still fuller accounts 
of the triumphs of ^ Agis.’ Never were there more crowded 
houses than during the whole run of the play. The Prince 
of Wales was present no less than three different nights, one 
of which a benefit night. Such honourable distinction was 
never formerly bestowed upon any new piece. The snarlers 
and small critics arc somewhat enraged at this, and every one 
against Lord Bute ; though I can assure you, the frequency of 
the Prince’s attendance was his own proper motion, and pro- 
ceeded from his admiration of ‘ Agis.’ But what is still more 
honourable for Home, since the ninth night, ^ Agis’ has been 
acted twice, and both times the house was more crowded (if 
possible), and the applause louder than ever. There has ap- 

* ^ Douglas’ was the second in date of composition, though the first 
performed. Garrick had rejected it peremptorily; and it was 
brought out with great success at Edinburgh. Garrick had also 
rejected all Home’s other pieces ; until Loni Bute and otlier |xtsoiis 
of distinction patronised the poet, when the manager, fbl lowing his 
ignoble nature, suddenly bt came the zealous and forward pafroii of 
all he wrote, and joined those noble ^ ipporters in forcing tlie very 
poor tf%euy of ‘ Agis* on the public. 
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peared a critic on ^ Agis,’ one Ilenerden. I am persuaded 
Home has hired him, and given him a crown to write such 
execrable stuff. Every body laughs at it ; and^ in the wicked 
language of this town, it is called a d d tame piece of non- 

sense. Wedderburn makes all the progress we could wish; 
even the door-keeper of the House of Peers tells me that ‘ he 

is a d d clever fellow, and speaks devilish good English.’ 

This very morning he was retained in a Plantation cause 
before the Privy Council, which is a thing altogether extra- 
ordinary for so young a man. You cannot imagine what odd 
fellows his rivals are, and how far and how fast he is likely 
to go. 

I can’t say so much about my own progress. I unluckily 
have but one copy of my ‘ History,* otherwise I might advance 
with more rapidity. I have been with Horace Walpole, a son 
of Sir Robert’s, a very clever man, and of great leading among 
the literary people of fashion. W e had much conversation about 
Mary. He is one of the greatest critics I ever met with, as 
to the facts in the period. Our notions jumped perfectly. 
Part of my papers are in his hands ; the Duke of Argyje has 
another; Scott, who was preceptor to the Prince of Wales, a 
third ; and Lord Royston a fourth. I have got from this last 
a vast collection of original papers ; many of them are curious. 
I am advised by several people to transcribe as many as will 
swell the book to a guinea price. The taste of this town is 
such, that such an addition will be esteemed very meritorious ; 
and though it cost me little but having an amanuensis, it will 
add to the price in proportion to the increase of bulk. You 
see I begin to learn the craft of authorship. I have hitherto 
industriously avoided meeting with booksellers, but shall soon 
begin my operations with them. I have had a great offer 
from Hamilton and Balfour, which you’ll probably have heard 
of. I can scarcely believe that even the effrontery of 

W r’s roguery could have seriously set his face to such a 

scheme as that you mention. I scarce think it necessary, 
upon such a surmise, to write to Lord Milton ; but I shall 
drop a line to Mrs, Wedderburn or Miss Hepburn, in order 
to prevent any such foolish measure being heard with jj^^tlencc. 
I have not yet seen either Dr. Chandler or the Lions. All the 
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Other scenes you recommend to me I have seen. 1 have 
heard the Bishops of Salisbury and Oxford. There was some 
elegance, a spice of drollery, and not a little buffoonery in 
the sermon of the latter ; and his audience admired and 
laughed, and were edified. Blair is but a ninny of an orator ; 
he makes his hearers serious, and sets them a- crying; but 
here they go to heaven, laughing as they go. You cannot 
imagine what strange characters I have met with, wliich I 
cannot now take off'. I am a sort of domestic with Dr. 
Campbell, the best of all the authors I have seen.* I am often 
with Tucker of Bristol. I dined and drank claret with Douglas, 
the murderer of Bower.” — There were nine other persons in 
company (at another dinner), all of them retainers to the author 
or bookseller ; and I will draw you such a picture of that night, 
that you shall say the seeing of it alone was worth my coming 
to London. I wrote Bruce a long letter about news some 
days ago : you would probably meet with him and hear its 
contents. The Hanoverians are still making progress, as you 
will read more at large in the ‘ Chronicle.’ The only thing 
whichengrosses the talk of politicians is the flight of Bonneville, 
lie was the officer \vho dissuaded the landing at Rochefort, 
and who, before the court-martial, gave evidence directly 
opposite to Clerk’s. He went over to Holland ; w^as seen often 
at d’Aff'ry's, the French Ambassador’s : he told him, ‘Sir, 
1 do possess some merit ; I saved one town to France, 
and three generals to England.’ His evidence acquitted 
Mordant, &c. From Holland he went over to France. You 
may believe Pitf and Colonel Clerk, &c., enjoy this adventure, 
which is indeed a remarkable one. Last day I was in the 
House of Commons, of w hich I jim made free by ” 

Unfortunately the MS. breaks off just as he was about 
to describe the debate. 

* The able author of the fine historical pieces in the edition 
1740 of Harris’s ‘ Voyages.’ Dr. R. always useti to mentioTi his 
Presbyterian horror of the “ profane expletives ” which he found 
formed ajiartof all English colloquial discourse in ♦hose days. 

t Sic. 
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The following letter gives a further account of 
the historian’s progress in preparing for the publica- 
tion of his work. It is written to the same friend. 
Dr. Jardine : — 

My dear John, London, 20th April, 1759. 

‘‘ I write this in the British Coffee-House,* in the middle 
of a company playing at cards and drinking claret. After this 
preamble, you are not to expect either a very long or a very 
distinct epistle. As to your letter, I postponed writing an 
answer to it, in expectation of hearing some account of the 
transactions of the Haddington Presbytery ; but as that has 
not come to hand, I must proceed to write without it. I am 
as much interested as you can possibly be in preventing the 
intended elevation of Tumstill to the Moderator's chair. But 
how could it possibly enter into the head of such a politician as 
you are, and one who has seen London too, that there was any 
method of engaging our laymen here to take part in a ques- 
tion about which they (laymen) are totally indifferent ? At 
the same time, I am earnest in giving opposition, and I think 
it may be made with great probability of success ; but I 
should be apt to imagine that neither Dick nor Hamilton are 
the proper candidates. You know neither of them stand well 
with Lord Milton and if either you or I should give our 
interest or solicit for them, you know what a handle might 
be made of it. If Morrison, or some such grave, inoffensive, 
ecclesiastical personage could be set up, I join you with all my 
vigour. You must make the choice as well as you can. 
Why may you not stand yourself ? At any rate, fix upon some 
feasible man. Write a few letters, and endeavour to raise the 
jealousy of the brethren against a perpetual moderator, and 
I don’t doubt of our defeath ^, the Doctor. If we can dis- 
comfit him by our own strength, this will render him incon- 
siderable : all other methods of doing so would be ineffectual. 

* Much frequented then, as it still is, by Scotchmen. The gentle- 
woman who at that time kept it was sister to Bishop Douglas, and a 
person of excellent manners and abilities. 

f Then a kind of minister for Scotland, being Lord Bute’s uncle. 
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I have now brought my offers to a conclusion with An- 
drew Millar. After viewing the town, and considering the 
irresistible power of a combination of booksellers, I have 
agreed to sell him the property for £000. This, you sec, is 
the sum I originally fixed upon as the full price of my work, 
and is more than was ever given for any book except David 
Hume’s. You cannot imagine how much it has astonished 
all the London authors, nor how much Andrew Millar was 
astonished at the encomiums of my book which he got from 
people of rank. I have got some of the best puffers of 
England on my side. Mr. Doddington, Horace Walpole, 
Lady Hervey, and the Speaker are my sworn friends ; and 
you will wonder, even in this great place, how I have got Mary 
Queen of Scots to be a subject of conversation. Every body 
here approves of the bargain I have made with Millar, and I 
am fully satisfied of the prudence of my own conduct ; but 
of this I shall have full leisure to talk wdth you soon. The 
exploits which Carlyle and I have performed among the Dis- 
senters arc beyond belief. Poor Dr. Chandler is humbled to 
the dust, and he feels it as much as other quack doctors feel 
their mortification. This day I signed my contract with 
Andrew Millar, and am, according to your advice, to be 
a Doctor of Divinity within six months, so that I shall take 
place immediately after Dr. Blair, as he taketh place immedi- 
ately after Dr. Turnstill. What great things have I to say of 
Mr. Pit,* who yesterday brought all the Tories to approve of 
continental measures as the only thing for the good of old 
England ! Yesterday I dined with Mr. Garrick, in spite of 
John Hyndmanf and the Presbytery of Dalkeith. To- 
morrow I go to Portsmouth, to wait on Admiral Hawke and 
see the Royal George. How much have I to tell you ! I ever 
am yours, 

‘^Wm. R. ’ 

The rank of the * History of Scotland ’ stands very 
high indeed among the most eminent of historical 
compositions. The philosophical spirit wliich per- 

* Sic. f A leader among the fanatical party in the Kirk. 
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vades it, the enlarged views of polity in which it 
abounds, the sober and rational, but bold speculations 
with which it is variegated, and the constant references 
to authorities which accompany it, place it above the 
works of antiquity, deficient in all these particulars, 
altogether wanting in some of them. The skilful and 
striking delineations of individual character whieh are 
mingled with the narrative, but never overlaying it, and 
the reference to the histories of other countries which 
is introduced wherever it ])ecame necessary or in- 
structive, forms another high merit of the work. But 
it is as a history, and a history of Scotland, that its 
execution must mainly be regarded, and in this it is 
truly a great performance. It is difficult to admire 
sufficiently the graphic power which the historian 
displays in bringing before us the rude and stormy 
period he has chosen to describe — the strange mixture 
of simple barbaric manners in some classes with arti- 
ficial refinement in others — of poverty in the country 
with splendour at court, and among the chiefs — of 
great crimes with striking virtues — the morality of 
unprincipled and ferocious men with the vehement 
religious opinions of fanatics — the spectacle of a nation 
hardly half-civilized, barely emerging from a rude state, 
conducted by rulers, and dis]Kited by factious leaders, 
with all the refinements and corruption of statesmen 
bred in the Ifiilian courts. In the great staple of all 
historical excellence, the narrative, it has certainly 
never been surpassed. There is nothing obscure or 
vague, nothing affected or epigrammatic, nor is any 
sacrifice made of the sense to the phrase ; the diction 
is simple and pure, and soberly, if at all, adornecTt but 
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it is also striking ; the things described are presented 
in the clearest light, and with the most vivid, natural, 
and unambitious colouring, without exaggeration, ap- 
parently without effort ; like the figures of Raphael, 
which, for this reason, never captivate us so much on the 
first view as after we have repeatedly gazed upon them 
with still increasing wonder. The even flow of the story, 
the last perfection and the most difficult which the nar- 
rative art attains, is likewise complete. If not overlaid 
with ornament, nor disfigured by declamation, nor 
studded with points and other feats of speech, so neither 
is it broken by abrupt transitions and unseemly pauses, 
but holds its clear, simple, majestic course unin- 
terrupted and untroubled. The story of Livy does 
not more differ from that of Tacitus in all these essen- 
tials than the simple but striking narration of the 
Scotch historian from the tinsel, the epigram, the 
word-catching of Gibbon. 

For exam])les to illustrate the high merits of this 
narrative, we need not have recourse to a curious selec- 
tion of remarkable scenes or events, because the texture 
of the ‘History’ in the ordinjiry portions of its fabric 
where the mere common annals are related, would be 
sufficient. There may, however, be no harm in not- 
ing the singular effect of the story when Rizzio’s 
murder is related, or Gowrie’s conspiracy, or Mary’s 
execution. The artistlike selection of particulars is to 
be marked in all these cases ; as in the first, Ruthven’s 
figure clad in armour, and ghastly pale from his late 
illness ; in the second, the trembling of the mysterious 
armed man with a dagger near him, and a sword in 
the small study whither the Earl had led the King, 
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closing the doors behind them, and up a staircase ; in 
the third, the Queen’s majestic air and noble dress, the 
pomander chain of her Agnus Dei round her neck, the 
beads at her girdle, the crucifix of ivory in her hand. 
By all these skilful selections we are made to see, as it 
were, the things represented to us, and the pen of the 
great historian produces the effect of the great artist’s 
pencil, while its pictures are not subject to the destroy- 
ing influence of time.* 

There seems considerable reason to lament that an 
intimate acquaintance with the great scenes and cele- 
brated characters of history, in all ages, should have 
made the historian too familiar with the crimes on a 
great scale of importance, and therefore of wickedness, 
perjietrated by persons in exalted stations, so that he 
suppresses in recounting or in citing them the feelings 
of severe reprobation to which a more pure morality, 
a more strict justice, would certainly have given vent. 
It is painful to see him fall into the vulgar and perni- 
cious delusion which secures for the worst enemies of 
their species the praise and the increase of worldly 
greatness. It is etjually painful to see the worst crimes, 
even of a more ordinary description, passed over in 
silence when they sully the illustrious culprit. Let us 


* Iluiiie, as well as Robertson, has given this scene of Mary’s 
death ; the latter with by far greaU'r effect. Rut it is singular that 
he should have left out her noble remonstrance with the commis- 
sioners when refused the assistance of her servants. It has a great 
effect in Ilurae. The observations of the latter on the trial are 
really beneath contempt. The gross errors into which ho falls on 
the principles of evidenc< •^eem hardly credible, and arise from his 
careless habits, and from his undertaking rashly to deal with matters 
of which he was ignorant. ^ 
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only, by way of example, and for explanation, survey 
the highly-wrought and indeed admirably composed 
character of Queen Elizabeth. It opens with enrolling 
Henry V. and Edward III. among “ the monarchs 
who merit the people’s gratitude nay, it singles them 
out from among the list on which William III., Ed- 
ward I., and Alfred himself stand enrolled, and holds 
them up as the most gratefully admired of all for the 
“ blessings and splendour of their reigns.” Yet the 
wars of Henry V. are the only, and of Edward III. 
almost the only deeds by which we can know them ; 
or if any benefit accrued to our constitution by these 
princes, it was in conse{juence of the pecuniary diffi- 
culties into which those wars plunged them, but 
plunged their kingdoms too, so that our liberties made 
some gain from the dreadful expense of blood and of 
treasure by which those conquerors exhausted their 
dominions. Then Elizabeth is described as “ still 
adored in England and though her “ dissimulation 
without necessity, and her severity beyond example,” 
are recorded as making her treatment of Mary an 
exception to the rest of her reign, it is not stated that 
her whole life was one tissue of the same gross false- 
hood whenever she deemed it for her interest, or felt it 
suited her caprices, to practise artifices as pitiful as they 
were clumsy. But a graver charge than dissimulation 
and severity as regards her connexion with the history of 
Mary is entirely suppressed, and yet the foul crime is 
described in the same work. It is undeniable that 
Elizabeth did not cause her to be executed until she had 
repeatedly endeavoured to make Sir Amyas Paulett and 
Sir Drue Drury, who had the custody of her person. 
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tjike her off by assassination. When those two gallant 
cavaliers rejected the infamous proposition with indigna- 
tion and with scorn, she attacked them as “ dainty ” and 
“ precise fellows,” “ men promising much and perform- 
ing nothing nay, she was with difficulty dissuaded 
from displacing them, and employing one \^^ingfield in 
their stead, “ who had both courage and inclination to 
strike the blow.” Then finding she could not commit 
murder, she signed the warrant for JMary’s execution ; 
and immediately perpetrated a crime only less foul than 
murder, treacherously denying her handwriting, and 
destroying by heavy fine and long imprisonment the 
Secretary of State whom she had herself employed to 
issue the fatal warrant. History, fertile in its records of 
royal crimes, offers to our execration few such characters 
as that of this great, successful, and popular ])rincess. 
An assassin in her heart, nay, in her councils and her 
orders ; an oppressor of the most unrelenting cruelty 
in her whole conduct; a hypocritical dissembler, to 
whom falsehood was habitual, honest frankness strange 
— such is the light in which she ought to be ever held 
up, as long as humanity and truth shall bear any value 
in the eyes of men. That she rendered great services 
to her subjects ; that she ])ossessed extraordinary firm- 
ness of character as a sovereign, with despicable weak- 
ness as an individual ; that she governed her dominions 
• with admirable prudence, and guided her course 
through as great difficulties in the affairs of the shite, 
and still more in those of the church, as beset the jiath 
of any who ever ruled — is equally incontrovertible; 
but there is no such thing as " right of set-off” in the 
judgments which impartial history has to pronounce — 
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no doctrine of compensation in the code of public 
morals ; and he who undertakes to record the actions 
of princes, and to paint their characters, is not at 
liberty to cast a veil over undeniable imperfections, or 
suffer himself like the giddy vulgar to be so dazzled by 
vulgar glory that his eyes are blind to crime.* 

A few months previous to the publication of his 
‘ History,’ Dr. Robertson, who had before received the 
degree of Doctor in Divinity from the University of 
Edinburgh, removed to that city, being presented to 
the kirk of the Old Grey Friars. In 1759 he was 
made one of the chaplains royal, a sinecure in the 
Scotch Church ; in 1762 he was appointed Principal 
of the University, and a proposition was now made, pro- 
ceeding from the King through his favourite minister. 
Lord Bute, who communicated it to I^ord Cathcart, and 
he to the Principal, that if he would undertake to write 
the History of England, every source of information 
which the government could command would be laid 
open to his researches, and such provision settled upon 
him as might enable him to bestow his whole attention 
and time upon this important work without the inter- 
ruptions occasioned by his professional duties. This 
plan was so far favourably received that he expressed 
his willingness now to undertake the subject, as he could 


* Hume’s highly-wrought character of Elizabeth, perhaps the 
finest of all his historicuil portraits, is liable to the same grave ob- 
jection ; somewhat mitigated by the circumstance that he seemed to 
lend less implicit credence to Davidson’s testimony against her than 
Robertson does. It is remarkable that neither liistorian has remarked 
in Mary’s vindication the undoubtoil right she had, without commit- 
ting an otfence against the law or against morals, to join in any mea- 
sures of hostility against Elizabeth, who held her in an illegal custody. 
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not any longer come into conflict with his friend Mr. 
Hume, whose work would have been all published 
many years before the new * History’ could appear.. His 
former objection of Mr. Hume’s ‘ History’ being then in 
progress when a similar plan was pressed upon him by 
the booksellers had thus been removed ; and though he 
declined on any account to lay down his clerical cha- 
racter, and withdraw from his station in the church, he 
had yet no objection, if he could still retain his con- 
nexion with that venerated establishment, to be relieved 
from the parochial labours connected with the cure of 
souls ; and provided Edinburgh should continue to be his 
place of residence, he purposed passing each year two 
or three months in London for the benefit of the 
collections offered to be placed at his service. It is 
probable that the retirement of Lord Bute from office, 
which happened soon after, put an end to this import- 
ant negotiation ; important in a very high degree to 
the literature, and, indeed, to the constitutional inte- 
rests of the country. Nothing more seems to have 
resulted from the correspondence except the reviving 
in his favour the place of historiographer for Scotland, 
to which he was appointed in 1764. But who that 
values the accuracy of historical narration, and sets a 
right estimate upon the benefits derived to our political 
system from a thorough investigation of the records 
and the events of former times, during which our 
mixed government was slowly formed and gradually 
matured, can avoid deeply lamenting that the subject 
of English history had not fallen into the hands of 
him who was, by a competent judge, though a rival 
author, justly called "the most diligent and mbst 
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faithful of penmen?” Wc should then have possessed 
a work of which the brilliant outside gloss being sus- 
tained by the intrinsic value of the coin, it would no 
longer have been necessary for the student to read one 
narrative for its dramatic effect, while he sought in 
another the real facts of the story, and to refuse giving 
the first praise of an historian to the first master of 
historical composition. Nor would the acquisition of 
an English history, at once readable and credible, have 
been purchased by the sacrifice of the other works with 
which this great writer, after the failure of the treaty, 
enriched our literature. It was part of the conditions 
which he imposed that he should first be allowed to finish 
his ‘ Charles V. and when we reflect on ten years having 
elapsed after he finished his ‘ America,’ without resuming 
his pen, there seems no reason to doubt that he could have 
written this and the English history also during the pe- 
riod between 1769, when ‘ Charles ’ was published, and 
1789, when he began the ‘ Disquisition on Ancient 
India.’ The failure of the treaty, therefore, is a matter 
of unmingled regret ; and is one of the worst of the 
many mischiefs which we owe to the English plan of 
conducting government by the conflict of adverse 
parties, with the consequence inevitably flowing from 
it, of all the principles, and all the measures, and all the 
designs of one ministry becoming, as a matter of course, 
an object of suspicion, and even of dislike, to their 
successors. 

It is probable that he did not begin his second work 
for some little time after the publication of the first ; 
but from the corfespondenw just now referred to, we 
learn that in July, 1762, a third part of it was finished. 
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and that he reckoned two years more sufficient for fts 
completion. In this he was deceived, whether it be that 
he underrated the labour required l)y the portion of his 
task still before him, or that he was interrupted in it (as 
has been supposed) by the fierce dissensions which during 
that period raged in the Scottish Church, and which 
must no doubt have occupied some portion of his leisure, 
though with so severe an economist of his time, and a 
mind so little liable to be disturbed, there seems little 
reason to think that these proceedings could seriously 
distract his attention from his studies for any consi- 
derable portion of the year. At length the public im- 
patience was gratified by the appearance of the work 
in 1769, exactly ten years after his ‘ Scotland.’ Its 
success was not a matter of doubt, and it fully an- 
swered the expectations which had naturally been 
formed. The prevailing ojunion places this work ‘at 
the head of his writings ; and certainly, if the extent 
and importance of the subject be regarded, and the 
great value be considered of a clear and distinct narra- 
tive, embracing the history of Europe during the 
period when its different states assumed the position 
with relation to each other in which they now stand, 
and most of them also adopted the political system 
which is established for the government of their several 
affairs, there can be no comparison between this and 
any other of his works ; to which must doubtless be 
added, the far greater difficulty of executing so vast a 
plan, tracing the complicated parts of the great Euro- 
pean commonwealth in their connexion with each 
other, and drawing, as Mr. Stewart has happily ex- 
pressed it, a meridian line through modern history,’ to 
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which all the branches of separate annals may be re- 
ferred. But though the same felicitous narrative is in 
this work to be always found, and though the first 
book contains the most perfect example of general or 
philosophical history anywhere to be seen, yet I hesi- 
faite greatly in preferring it as an historical composition 
to either its predecessor or its immediate successor. 
There are more remarkable beauties of a purely histo- 
rical kind in both of these, according to my humble 
judgment. As a whole, as a history of a country for 
a given period, I am much disposed to place his ‘ Scot- 
land’ first; while I conceive that the ‘ America’ pre- 
sents particular passages, feats of narrative excel- 
lence, unrivalled by anything in either of the other 
works, perhaps not to be matched, and certainly not 
exceeded, by any other historical composition of 
anyage. 

In proof of this last position I will refer to the fasci- 
nating account of Cortez’s arrival at Mexico, and of 
his subsequent bold and masterly, though most cruel 
and profligate measures ; to the romantic history of 
Pedro de la Gasca’s quelling by his individual wdsdom 
and firmness the great rebellion of Peru ; but, above 
all, to the grand event, the most important recorded in 
the annals of our race, the discovery of the New World 
by Columbus, 'fhe skill with which this last narra- 
tive is managed, and the conduct of the story, may 
truly be pronounced matchless. I am now speaking 
merely of the composition. The dramatic effect of the 
whole is extraordinary. We are at first interested in 
Columbus’s sagjicity, and btddness, and science, by 
which he was led, through a course of private study 
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and contemplation, to form the adventurous and novel 
opinion that the East Indies was to be reached by 
steering a westerly course from Europe across the At- 
lantic. His difficulties in obtaining the assent of his 
contemporaries to so strange a doctrine are then de- 
scribed, and our interest in his theory is increased. 
But the successive obstacles which he had to encounter 
in his efforts to obtain the assistance of various sove- 
reigns, that he might be enabled to test his theory by 
navigating the unknown and pathless ocean, wind up 
our anxiety to the highest pitch. We follow him to 
the Genoese senate, to the court of Portugal, to Eng- 
land, whither he had dispatched his brother, whose 
strange adventures among pirates and his utter indi- 
gence in London so as to make it necessary he should 
subsist by selling maps till he could scrape together 
enough to purchase decent clothes wherein he might 
appear before Henry VIII., form a striking episode in 
the narrative. Finally, we have his own arrival in Spain, 
and his constant repulses for twelve long years in all his 
attempts to make that country the richest and most 
glorious on the face of the earth. All these wander- 
ings and disappointments for so vast a portion of this 
great man’s life create a breathless impatience for his 
success, when our wishes are at length crowned by the 
warm support of his steady patroness Isai)ella ; and he 
finally sets sail on the 3rd of August, 1492. — Such is 
the man whose fortunes we are to follow, now far past 
the middle age, for he was in his fifty-sixth year, of 
which above twenty had been spent in preparing for 
his magnificent enterprise ; but full of the vigour of 
youth, in the height of his powerful faculties, and in- 
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spired with the sanguine tamper which enables genius 
to work its wonders. 

The voyage is related with absolute clearness as re- 
gards all its nautical details, which are given so sis to 
fix our attention without wearying it, and elucidate the 
narrative without encumbering it. But in the inci- 
dents of the passage we take the greatest interest, 
placed, as we feel ourselves to be, in the position of the 
navigators, to whom every occurrence was of moment, 
because everything was of necessity new. Their con- 
duct and their feelings, however, occupy us still more, 
for beside our sympathy with them, upon them the fate 
of the great enterprise depends. 

But one figure ever stands out from the group ;■ it is 
the great Captain who guides the voyage through the 
unknown ocean, and whom, beside his past history, 
we • all the while feel by anticipation to be piercing 
through the night of ages to bring into acquaintance 
with each other the old world and the new. Upon 
his steady courage, undismayed by the dark uncertainty 
of all his steps, upon his fortitude which no peril can 
shake, his temper unruffled by all opposition, upon his 
copious resources under every difficulty, we dwell with 
the most profound attention; sometimes hardly ven- 
turing to hope for his successful conquest over so 
many difficulties. The voyage meanwhile proceeds, 
and the distance from any known portion of the world 
becomes tremendous, while nothing but sea and air is 
on all hands to be discerned. At length some slight 
indications of approach to land begin to be perceived ; 
but so slight that univer&al despondency creates a 
general resistance, breaking out into actual mutiny. 
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Our anxiety for the result, and our interest in the great 
admiral, is now wound up to the highest pitch, when 
he obtains a promise of his crew persevering, “ watch- 
ing with him ” yet three days. The indications of land 
being not fur oflF now become less doubtful ; and from 
among them are selected the more striking, closing 
with this picturesque passage : — “ The sailors aboard 
the Nina took up the branch of a tree with red berries, 
perfectly fresh. The clouds around the setting sun 
assumed a new appearance ; the air was more mild and 
warm, and during the night the wind becam e unequal 
and variable.” When we are thus in painful suspense, 
comes the crowning victory — at once of the great navi- 
gator who has happily traced the unknown ocean, and 
of the great historian who has strictly pursued his path, 
but so as to give the well-known truth all the interest 
and all the novelty of a romantic tale now first told. 

I beg any one who thinks these remarks overrate 
his merit, to mark the exquisite texture of the 
following sentences, in which the grand result, the 
development of the whole, is given ; and to mark the 
careful simplicity of the diction, the self-concealed art 
of the master, and his admirable selection of particu- 
lars, by which we, as it were, descend and perch upon 
the deck of the great admiral : — “ From all these symp- 
toms Columbus was so confident of being near land, 
that on the evening of the 1 1th of October, after public 
prayers for success, he ordered the sails to be furled, 
and the ships to lie-to, keeping strict watch, lest they 
should be driven on shore in the night. During this 
interval of suspense and expectation no man shut his 
eyes ; all kept upon deck, gazing intently towards that 
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quarter whence they expected to discern the land 
which had been so long the object of their wishes.” 
It is a judicious thing, though it seems trivial, that he 
here breaks offj as it were, and begins a new paragraph ; 
and mark well its structure : — 

“ About two hours before midnight Columbus, stand* 
ing on the forecastle, observed a light at a distance, and 
privately pointed it out to Pedro Guttierez, a page of the 
queen’s wardrobe. Guttierez perceived it, and calling 
to Salcedo, comptroller of the fleet, all three saw it in 
motion, as if it were carried from place to place. A 
little after midnight the joyful sound oi Land! Land! 
was heard from the Pinta, which kept always ahead of 
the other ships. But having been so often deceived by 
fallacious appearances, every man now became slow of 
belief, and waited in all the anguish of uncertainty 
and impatience for the return of day. As soon as 
the morning dawned, all doubts and fears were dis- 
pelled. From every ship an island was seen about two 
leagues to the north, whose flat and verdant fields, 
well stored with wood, and watered with many rivulets, 
presented the aspect of a delightful country. The 
crew of the Pinta instantly began the Te Deum, as a 
hymn of thanksgiving to God, and were joined by 
those of the other ships, with tears of joy and trans- 
ports of congratulation. This office of gratitude to 
Heaven was followed by an act of justice to their com- 
mander. They threw themselves at the feet of Co- 
lumbus with feelings of self-condemnation mingled 
with remorse. They implored him to pardon their 
ignore nee, incredulity, and injustice, which had created 
him so much unnecessary disquiet, and had so often oh- 
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structed the execution of his well-concerted plan ; and 
passing in the warmth of their admiration from one 
extreme to another, they now pronounced the man 
whom they had so lately reviled and threatened, to be a 
person inspired by Heaven with sagacity and fortitude 
more than human in order to accomplish a design so far 
beyond the ideas and conception of all former ages.” 

In like manner is the landing and the meeting 
with the natives painted rather than described. The 
impression made, for instance, by the Spaniards on the 
minds of these simple folk shows that the great writer 
can place himself in the position of the savage as well 
as the sage. “ The vast machines in which they had 
traversed the ocean, that seemed to move upon the 
waters with wings, and uttered a dreadful sound like 
thunder, accompanied with lightning and smoke, 
struck them with such terror, that they began to 
respect their new guests as a superior order of beings, 
and concluded that they were children of the sun, who 
had descended to visit the earth.” 

The simple language of these passages, to make but 
one observation, is remarkable ; and their dignity is 
with this perfect plainness perfectly sustained. It is 
always in such language that a master of diction will 
make his impression ; and the near approach of any 
catastrophe, whether awful or pathetic, may always 
be suspected when the language becomes very simple, 
and the particulars begin to abound. There is but 
one word above the most homely style of the most 
ordinary conversation in all that I have cited. The 
fields are “ verdant,” not green ; and this word is cor- 
rectly chosen for the rhythm, which would not allow 
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a monosyllable. Possibly “ descend ” was unnecessary ; 
“ come down ” would have been sufficiently sustained. 
The technical words “lie-to”and “ahead” were in 
Mke manner necessary, because there is ridicule attached 
to speaking of a ship " stopping,” or one being before 
another, as on the road ; besides that these phrases have 
been imported from nautical language, and are now 
naturalised on shore. 

The effect which the passage adverted to is calcu- 
lated to produce on readers of understanding and of 
feeling was once remarkably seen by me, when I made 
my illustrious and venerated friend Lord Wellesley 
attend to it. He told me next day that he had never 
been so much moved by any modern writing ; that he 
had shed tears while he read it, and that it had broken 
his rest at night. 

If the word dramatic has been applied to this nar- 
rative, it has been advisedly chosen ; because no one 
can doubt that, with the most scrupulous regard to the 
truth, and even to the minute accuracy of history, this 
composition has all the beauties of a striking poem. To 
judge of its merits in this respect, I w'ill not compare 
or rather contrast it with the Histories of Oviedo, or 
Herrera, or Ferdinand Columbus, or even with the 
far better composition of Dr. Campbell, or whoever 
wrote the history of the discovery in Harris’s ‘ Bibli- 
otheca Itinerantium,’* nor yet with the ambitious but 


This work, in two folio volumes, contains some admirable his- 
torical pieces, Burke’s ‘European St'ttlements ’ is very much 
taken from it. I refer to the edition of 1740, by Dr. Campbell, 
whose acquaintance Dr. Robertson appears by his ‘ Letters ’ above 
cited to have had great pleasure in making wlien he visited London. 
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worse written narrative of Mr. Washington Irvine, in 
his ^ Life and Voyages of Columbus;’* but I will 
refer to a poetical work written purely for effect, and 

* It is no part of ray intention to underrate the merits of this very 
popular author ; but I speak of the manner in which he has treated the 
subject ; and coming after so great a master, it was not judicious in him 
to try aftereffect, instead of studying the chaste simplicity of his pre- 
decessor. These are a few of his expressions : — The ships were 
ploughing the waves Columbus was wrapped in the shades of 
night he “ maintained an intense watch he “ ranged his eye along 
the dusky horizon;” he beheld ^‘suddenly a glimmering light.” Ro- 
bertson had never thought of saying “ suddenly,” as knowing that 
light must of necessity be sudden. Then the light has passing 
gleams ;” his feelings must have been tumultuous and intense,” con- 
trary to the fact, and to the character of the man ; “ the great mystery 
of the ocean was revealed ;” ‘‘ what a bewildering crowd of conjectures 
thronged on his mind !” All this speculation of the writer to insure 
the effect, Dr. Robertson rejects as fatal to effect, and gives only what 
actually happened. Finally, he was possibly to find ‘‘ the morning 
dawn upon spicy groves, and glittering fanes, and gilded cities.” 
Surely no one can hesitate which of the tw o pictures to prefer. If the 
one is not absolutely tawdry, the other is assuredly more chaste. To 
compare the two pieces of w orkmanship is a good lesson, and may tend 
to cure a vitiated taste (Book iii. chap. 3). To take only one in- 
stance : — “ About two hours before midnight, Columbus, standing 
on the forecastle, observed a light at a distance, and presently pointed 
it out to Pedro,” &c. Thus Robertson. Irvine says, Wrapped 
from observation in the shades of night, he maintained an intense 
and unremitting watch, ranging his eye along the dusky horizon. 
Suddenly, about ten o’clock, he thought lie beheld a light glimmer- 
ing at a distance.” Can any one <lonbt which of the two passages 
is the most striking — the chaste and severe, or the ornamented and 
gaudy and meretricious? The account of Robertson makes the 
ships lie-to all night. Irvine either makes them lie-to, and after- 
wards go on sailing rapidly, or the lying-to was the night before, and 
they sailed quicker the nearer they came to land, and in the dusk. 
The one makes them only see the shore after dawn ; the other makes 
them see it two leagues off, in a dark night, at two in the morning, 
within the tropics. 
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of which the author was at full liberty to indulge his 
fancy in selecting, or indeed in imagining the facts and 
the scenes he represented. That author, too, is a poet of 
no mean fame, the late Mr. Southey, who has sung 
the discovery of America by Madoc ; and his verse is 
much less fine, and as a poem, than the history which 
I have been asking the reader to contemplate. The 
poet leaves out all the most picturesque matters, the 
truly poetical matters ; and insteiid of them all, after a 
mutiny he raises a storm, which so cripples the ships 
that the seamen cannot sail back if they would. All 
he says of the discovery is, that the commander 
watched upon deck till dawn, and then saw the distant 
land arise like a grey cloud from the ocean. He also 
makes the sea shallow, though at such distance as that 
the land looks like a cloud. It really should seem 
as if he had refrained from looking at Robertson’s 
‘ History ’ because he was to write a poem on the sub- 
ject, as he tells us he did from reading V oltaire’s poem 
before, and, indeed, also after he wrote ‘ Joan of Arc.’ 

There is one reflection which arises very naturally 
on examining the rare excellence of such narratives as 
that of Pedro de la Gasca and Columbus’s voyage. 
I'he subject of the latter is altogether free from warlike 
interest ; of the former, nearly so ; and of neither scene 
is the effect at all heightened by the vices or the ex- 
cesses of the actors. Then who can find any more 
interesting narrative of events where great crimes are 
the subject, and who can doubt that the same pen 
which could so admirably paint the scenes, peaceful and 
guiltless, which compose the subject of such historical 
pictures, could in like manner have lent an interest 



298 


HOBERTSON. 


to others of a like kind, without exalting, at the expense 
of public virtue, the merits of wicked men? But 
if it be said that the quieting a great republic, or dis- 
covering a new hemisphere, are acts of such interest as 
lend themselves to the historian’s pen, and are easily 
made to rivet our attention, surely the same pen which 
described them can represent even the wars that deso- 
late the earth, and the crimes that disgrace humanity, in 
such colours as shall at once make us see the things per- 
petrated, and yet lament the wretchedness of the events, 
and execrate the cruelties or scorn the j)erfidies of the 
criminals, instead of making us, with a preposterous 
joy and a guilty admiration, exult in the occurrence of 
the one, and revere the memory of the other. Refer- 
ence has been made already to the Planbigenet Prince 
and the Tudor Princess, so much the theme of admir- 
ation with historians for great capacity, crowned with 
dazzling success. But why could not the diction of 
Hume and of Robertson have been employed for the 
far more worthy purpose of causing men to despise the 
intrigues and execrate the wars of such rulers ? The 
same events had then studded their page, the same 
picturesque details given it striking effect, the same 
graphic colours added life to it, and yet the right 
feelings of the reader would have been exerted and 
cherished ; nor would the historians have made them- 
selves accomplices with the vulgar in the criminal 
award of applause and of fame, by which the wicked 
actions of past times are rewarded, and the re})eti- 
tion of the same olfenciis encouraged. 

Historians, too, are capricious and uncertain in their 
panegyrics. Some princes of undoubted genius, of great 
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courage, of singular skill in conquest and in government, 
nay, even who have rendered services to mankind, not- 
withstanding their vices, are set apart to be loaded 
with obloquy — quite just in their instance, but incon- 
sistent enough with the suppression of all reprobation 
in other cases of less atrocity, indeed, yet of deep 
shades of guilt. The Borgia family are proverbial for 
profligacy and cruelty ; yet both father and son showed 
talents of the highest order, to which the latter added 
great bravery, while the family were generous protect- 
ors of learning, especially of the study of jurisprudence, 
and do not seem to have misgoverned the people of 
their states more than others of the same age and coun- 
try, their violence being exhausted on foreign princes 
and on their own feudal barons.* Of them, however, all 
anecdotes without evidence are believed. So the least 
credible stories of our Richard III. are easily received 
witliout proof, and he is universally regarded as a 
monster living in the habitual commission of murder ; 
yet his capacity and his courage were universally ad- 
mitted to be of the very highest order, and his reign 
conferred great advantages on the jurisprudence of 
England, while the nobles only, and not the com- 
munity at large, suffered from his tyranny. Is it not 
somewhat inconsistent in the same historians who are 
so hostile to these great bad men that they can discover 
no merit in them, to be so dazzled by the battles of the 
Plantagenets and the policy of the Tudors that they 
can discover no blame in the sanguinary ambition of 


*• Livy’s character of Hannibal has been, and not unjustly, 
likened by Hume to Guicciardini’s account of Alexander VI. 
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the one and the tyranny and perfidy of the other ? 
Henry VIII., indeed, by his cruelty to his wives, has 
been deprived of much palliation which otherwise his 
abilities and his accomplishments would have obtained 
for his despotic life, his numerous judicial murders 
actually perpetrated, as well as his plot for an ordinary 
assassination, that of Cardinal Beaton, only prevented 
by his own decease. But his daughter, who was as 
tyrannical to the full, and only restrained l)y the reli- 
gious difficulties of her position, who was a model of 
falsehood in all its more hateful and despicable 
forms, who had all the guilt of murder on her head, 
and was only saved from its actual perpetration by hav- 
ing a Paulett for her agent, whom she would fain 
have suborned to commit it, instead of a Tyrrel, is 
loaded with the praise due to the most pure and vir- 
tuous of sovereigns, because she had talents and firm- 
ness and ruled successfully in difficult times. 

It is not, however, merely by abstaining from 
indiscriminate praise, or by dwelling with dispro- 
portioned earnestness upon the great (jualities, and 
passing lightly over the bad ones, of eminent men, 
and thus leaving a false general impression of their 
conduct, that historians err, and pervert the opinions 
and feelings of mankind. Even if they were to give a 
careful estimate of each cha^^acter, and pronounce just 
judgment upon the whole, they would still leave by 
far the most important part of their duty unperformed, 
unless they also framed their narrative so as to excite 
our interest in the v, orthy of past times ; to make us 
dwell with delight on the scenes of human improve- 
ment ; to lessen the pleasure too naturally felt in con- 
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templating successful courage or skill, whensoever these 
Jire directed towards the injury of mankind ; to call 
forth our scorn of perfidious actions, however successful ; 
our detestation of cruel and bloodthirsty propensities, 
however powerful the talents by which their indul- 
gence was secured. Instead of holding up to our 
admiration the “ pride, pomp, and circumstance of 
glorious war,” it is the historian’s duty to make 
us regard with unceasing delight the ease, worth, and 
happiness of blessed peace; he must remember that 

“ Peace hath her victories, 

No less renown’d than War 

and to celebrate these triumphs, the progress of science 
and of art, the extension and security of freedom, the 
improvement of national institutions, the diffusion of 
general prosperity — exhausting on such pure and 
wholesome themes all the resources of his philo- 
sophy, all the graces of his style, giving honour to 
whom honour is due, withholding all incentives to 
misplaced interest and vicious admiration, and not 
merely by general remarks on men and on events, but 
l)y the manner of describing the one and recording the 
other, causing us to entertain the proper sentiments, 
whether of respect or of interest, or of aversion or of 
indifference, for the various subjects of the narration. 

It is not to be denied, that history written in this 
spirit must differ materially from any of which we 
have as yet the experience : it is only to be lamented 
that those great masters, whose writings we have been 
contemplating, did not consecrate their mighty talents 


* Milton. 
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to SO good a work. To the historians of all ages 
joining with the vulgftr, and, indeed, writing as if 
they belonged themselves either to tlie class of am- 
bitious warriors and intriguing statesmen, or to the 
herd of ordinary men whom successful crimes de- 
frauded at once of their rights and their ftraises, 
may be ascribed by far the greater j)art of the en- 
couragement held out to profligate conduct in those 
who have the destinies of nations in their hands. At 
all events, this is certain : if they could not eradicate 
the natural propensity in the human mind towards 
these errors when unrefined, they might have en- 
lightened it, and have gradually diftused a sounder 
and better feeling. 

So deeply have I always felt tlie duty of attempting 
some such reformation in the historical character and 
practice, that I had begun to undertake the reigns of 
Henry V., of Elizabeth, and of Alfred, upon these 
great principles. A deep sense of the ina(le(juate 
powers which I brojight to this hard task, would 
probably have so far grown upon me as its execution 
advanced, that I should have abandoned it to abler 
hands; but professional, and afterwards judicial, duties 
put an end to the attempt before it had made any 
considerable progress. Nevertheless, I found no 
small reason to be satisfied of success being attainable, 
when I came narrowly to examine the interesting 
facts connected with national improvement and vir- 
tuous conduct; and I am sure, that whoever may 
repeat the attempt will gather encouragement from 
the proof, which 1 have drawn from the master-piece 
we have l)een contemplating, that the events and 
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characters of past times lend themselves to an affecting 
narrative, conducted on right principles. 

The last work of Dr. Robertson, and which he 
published little more than two years before his death, 
was his ‘ Disquisition concerning India.’ It is an 
able and most learned inquiry, critical and historical, 
into the knowledge of India possessed by the ancient 
nations who dwelt on the Mediterranean Sea. No- 
thing can be more unjust than the notion that this 
work is so incorrect, or grounded on information so 
imperfect, as to have been superseded by more full and 
accurate books since published. There is no doubt 
that the account of the native customs find manners 
given in the Appendix has been rendered less useful 
by the more copious details since obtained, and that 
some dispute has been made of the views which the 
author occasionally takes in that Appendix ; but the 
Disquisition itself remains perfectly untouched by any 
controversy ; and so far is it from having been super- 
seded, that no other work has ever been since given 
to the world on the same subject. It is, from its 
accuracy, its knowledge of the ancient writings, its 
judicious reasoning and remarks, as well as its admi- 
rable composition, quite worthy of a place by the 
author’s former and more celebrated writings ; and it 
proves his great faculties to have continued in their 
entire vigour to the latest period of his life. 

• It remains to speak of Robertson’s style. No one 
ever doubted of its great excellence, but it has some- 
times been objected to as less idiomatic and more 
laboured than is consistent with the perfection of com- 
position. The want of purely idiomatic expressions 
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is the almost unavoidable consecjuence of provincial 
education and habits. Many forms of speech which 
are English, are almost entirely unknown in the 
remote parts of the kingdom ; many which are per- 
fectly pure and classical, a person living in Scotland 
would fear to use as doubting their correctness. 'J'hat 
Robertson, however, had carefully studied the best 
writers, with a view to acquire genuine Anglicism, 
cannot be doubted. He was intimately acquainted 
with Swift’s writings ; indeed, he regarded him as 
eminently skilled in the narrative art. He had the 
same familiarity with Defoe, and had formed the same 
high estimate of his historical ])owers. I know, that 
when a Professor in another University consulted him 
on the best discipline for ac([uiring a good narrative 
style, previous to drawing up John Bell of Antermony’s 
‘Travels across Russia to Tartary and the Chinese 
Wall,’ the remarkable advice he gave him was to read 
‘ Robinson Crusoe’ carefully ; and when the Professor 
was astonished, and supposed it was a jest, the his- 
torian said he was quite serious : but if ‘ Robinson 
Crusoe’ would not help him, or he was above studying 
Defoe, then he recommended ‘ Gulliver’s Travels.’ 

The works of Dr. Robertson involved him, as was 
to be expected, in some controversy of considerable 
violence ; but as all men Imve done ample justice to his 
diligence in consulting his authorities, and as all candid 
men have testified to his strict impartiality, the attacks* 
which were made upon him, and to which he never 
would offer any answer, proceeded from two unworthy 
sources — the bitter zeal of party, and the still more 
bitter enmity of personal spleen. The Jacobites have 
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ever regarded Queen Mary’s honour as an integral 
part of their political faith ; and they could not forgive 
any one who, with whatever leaning towards a prin- 
cess the victim of such cruel treatment, and the 
sulferer under misfortunes so long and so heavy, and 
with whatever disposition to free her from any charges 
unsupported by evidence, had yet performed faithfully 
his duty as an historian and as a moralist, of condemn- 
ing profligate conduct, and exposing gross imprudence 
amounting to absolute infatuation even if guilt be 
denied. Nothing could have satisfied the blind zeal 
of this faction, neither respectable from number, nor 
distinguished for ability, but accpiitting Mary of every 
charge that she did not herself confess, and then 
approving of her marriage with the murderer of her 
husband within three months of his assassination. 
By far the ablest of the writings which the contro- 
versy produced, was the ‘ Inrjuiry’ of Mr. Tytler, a 
lawyer by profession, a man of strong prejudices, but 
ecpmlly strong understanding, and a very diligent and 
accurate investigator of particular facts. The most 
learned, but the most repulsive from its dogmatism 
and its overbearing tone, was the ‘ Vindication’ of 
Mr. Whittaker, a clergyman of the Church of Eng- 
land, settled in Cornwall, and remarkable for his 
industrious study of ancient British antiejuities. With 
Mr. Hume Dr. Robertson likewise differed, but it 
was in an opposite direction : he could not yield 
to that able writer’s arguments in proof of Mary’s 
having been accessary to the Babington conspiracy ; 
and though he minutely considered both the new 

X 
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evidence supposed to be printed in Murdin’s ‘ State 
Papers’ since the ‘ History of Scotland’ was composed, 
and also carefully examined again all his authorities 
on the [loints on which he had been assailed by the 
Jacobite forces, yet, with the exception of a few unim- 
portant errors or oversights, which he corrected, he 
adhered to his original statements, well weighed and 
maturely framed as they had, in all instances, been. 

The personal resentment of an able but unprincipled 
man was the cause of the most unworthy and un- 
nieiisuied attacks, both on his ‘ Scottish History’ and 
on his subse(|uent publications. GillM'rt Stuart was a 
person of undoubted parts, but of idle and dissipated 
habits. An able and learned work which he had 
published at a very early age, on the ‘History of the 
Jlritish C’on.stitution,’ made the Univer.sity of Kdin- 
burgh give him the degree ol Doctor of Daws, when 
little more than one and twenty ; and he soon after 
published his ‘ V'iew of Society in Kurope,’ being an 
historical ini|uiry concerning laws, manners, and go- 
vernment Immedijitely after this he was a candidate 
for the Professorship of Public Liiw, in the University, 
and he fancied that he oweu his rejection to the in- 
fluence of the Principal. Nothing could be more fitting 
than that such should be the case ; for the life of 
Stuart was known to be Miat of habitual dissipation, 
in the intervals only of which he had paroxysms of 
study. To exclude such a person from the professor’s 
chair would have been a duty incumbent upon the 
head of any university in Christendom, whatever, in 
other respects, might |}e his merits; but no admission 
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was ever made by the Principars friends that he had 
interfered, or indeed that the opinions and inclinations 
of the magistrates, who are the patrons, rendered any 
such interference necessary. But the disappointed 
candidate had no doubt upon the subject, and he set no 
bounds to his thirst of revenge. He repaired to Lon- 
don, where he became a writer in reviews, and made 
all the literary men of Edinburgh the subjects of his 
envious and malignant attacks, from 1768 to 1773 ; 
the editors of these journals, as is usual with persons 
in tlieir really responsible situation, but who think 
they can throw the responsibility upon their unknown 
contributors, never inquiring whether the criticisms 
wliich they published proceeded from the honest judg* 
ment or the personal spite of the writers, lie returned 
to Edinburgh, and set up a magazine and review, of 
which the scurrility, dictated by private resentments, 
was so unremitting that it brought the work to a close 
in less than three years, when he returned to London, 
and recommenced his anonymous vituperation of Scot- 
tish authors through the j)eriodical press. He also 
published in 1779, 1780, and 1782, three works; one 
on the ‘ Constitutional History of Scotland,’ being an 
attack oil Dr. Hohertson’s first book ; another on 
the ‘ History of the lieformation in Scotland and the 
third on the " Hi.story of Queen Mary,’ being also an 
elaborate attack upon the Principal. The ability and 
the learning of these works, and their lively .and even 
engaging style, has not saved them from the oblivion 
to which they w^ere justly i‘onsigned by the manifest 
indications prevailing throughout them all, of splenetic 
temper, of personal violence, and of a constant disturb- 
. X 2 
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ance of the judgment by these vile, unworthy passions.* 
The same hostility towards the j)erson of the Princi- 
pal even involved this reckless man in a <piarrel with 
his eldest son ; it led to a duel, in which neither ]>arty 
was hurt. An accommodation having biken place on 
the field, I have heard Stuart’s second say that he was 
obliged, knowing his friend’s intemperate habits, to 
op])ose the proposal which he made with his usual 
w'ant of conduct, and indeed of right feeding, that all 
the parties should dine tog«!ther on (putting the fkdd. 
That second, an able and an honourable man, always 
admitted Stuart’s unjustifiable conduct towards the 
historian, one of whose niec(?s he (the s(;cond) after- 
wards married. Stuart’s dissipation continued un- 
broken, excepting by his occasional literary work, and 
he died of a dropsy, in IThG, at tlie early agt; of forty. 

Others, far more deserving of attemtion, have rais<*d 
an objection to tin* ‘ History of America,’ from which 
it is diflicult to defirnd it. There is induced by the 
narrative, in the mind of the r(*ader, far too gr(*at 
sympathy with the conqm'rors of tin; New World. 

* Next to the Principal iif) otk: vva.sinon* bitterly a.«vsiiilcM| than my 
lat(? veiH‘rati*<l frifiid and ma.Mcr, J)r. Adam, rcctur <if tlio Hi^li 
Scitool. a<liiuraljlt’ ‘ t iraiiuiiar’ was iTccivcd universally by tint 

literary aial didactic world tbe scliolar as well ixs tlie tea< her) 
with the* approbation which it so woll deserved, lint it had one 
fault — it was on a subject on w hich Stuart’s cou.siii, Kiiddiinan, had 
pubii.she<l a book. This was enough to enlist Stuart’s ferocity against 
both the worl and the writer. He published aiiouytuous revie w's 
without end, and In* iso published, under the naiin? of Ihi.sliy, a 
bitter attack upon tiie personal pe(!uliaritie.s of Dr. Adam. KvtTy 
one felt unrningJed disgust at siieh base and uiiprincipl(*d pnx'tHMl- 
ings, and tie* H<*etor, like the IViiicipal, gave the unwfirthy author 
the mortification of leaving h is assaults urianswerwl. 
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This may in part be palliated by the feeling so diffi- 
cult for any historian to avoid, and which leads him 
to paint in interesting, if not in attractive colours, 
the deeds and the heroes of his story. ]5ut the atro- 
cious crimes of those Spanish invaders, who, with a 
combination of fanatical violence and sordid avarice, 
subjugated or extirpated unoffending millions because 
of their pagan ignorance and their j)recious mines, — 
tliose bigoted furies who poured out the blood of men 
like water, in order to establish the (lospel of peace 
and good will towards man, — those monsters of cruelty, 
who, after wearying themselves with massacre, racked 
their invention for tortures, which might either glut 
tlieir savage propensiti(?s or slake their execrable thirst 
of gold, — all ought to have called for reprobation, far 
more severe tlian any which tin; historian of their 
guilt has denounced against them. This is a great 
stain upon the work, and it can only be palliated by 
the excuse already ottered, — an excuse by which the 
stiin never can be wi))ed out. 


After the Principal’s publication of ‘ Charles V.,’ and 
while he Wius writing the ‘ America,’ no event of im- 
]K)rtance occurred in his life, which was tranquil and 
dignified, occupied only witii his duties as head of the 
University, where the lialiitual deference of liis col- 
leagues rendered tlie administration of its concerns 
easy and prosjierous, diversified also with his conduct 
of the Scottish church, now under his guidance, un- 
opposed by any rival. He occasionally visited liondon, 
where he was received by all the more distinguished 
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characters, whether statesmen or men of letters, with 
the highest distinction ; and the charms of his con- 
versation, at once easy, lively, good-humoured, and yet 
perfectly dignified as became his sacred profession and 
his elevated position, added greatly to the interest that 
naturally arose from his literary renown. 

In 1778, the concessions to the English and Irish 
Roman Catholics, by repealing the most oppressive parts 
of the penal laws, suggested to those of Scotland the 
obtaining a similar boon, or nither a similar act of jus- 
tice. The Principal approved and supported their claims. 
An alarm was excited, and the Puritiinical party in 
the General Assembly urged the adoption of a remon- 
strance against the proposed measure, but the Princi- 
pal’s salutary interference occasioned its rejection. The 
alarm was, however, stimulated by all the means to 
which the unscrujmlous fury of religious faction has 
recourse ; and so great a dread of violence was excited, 
that the Catholics at onc«.‘ abandoned their attempt. 
Their concessions, however, came too late to allay the 
popular ferment which the Puritans had raised ; and a 
fanatical mob atbicking the Prob.stant chapels at 
Edinburgh, burnt one and pulled down another, then, 
proceeding to the college, were about to assail the 
Principal’s house, which they beleaguered, with the 
most savage imprecations (gainst him, but having had 
notice of their approach he had withdrawn his family, 
and a body of soldiers stationed there saved the build- 
ing and the rest of the university. At the next 
Assenibly in 1780 he made a 8))eech of singular elo- 
rjuence, declaring his unaltered opinion on the justice 
of the measure, but adding that l)efore the riots he 
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liad been disposed to recommend a postponement of it 
until time should be given to enlighten the public 
mind, and free it from the gross delusions under which 
it had been brought through the acts of unprincipled 
men. This speech is given with tolerable fulness in the 
Scotch Magazine for that )'ear, and it fully justifies 
the exalted opinion traditionally entertained of the 
Principal’s oratory. He declared on this memorable 
occasion his intention to withdraw from public life, 
and stilted that his friends well knew this resolution 
had been taken some time before the late controversy. 

Nothing memorable occurred to this eminent and 
virtuous person iifter the period to which reference 
has now been made. A matrimonial iilliance between 
his eldest daughter and Mr. Brydone, the celebrated 
traveller, a gentleman, too, known for his scientific 
pursuits, ns well as distinguished for his amiable 
manners and kindness of disposition, had contributed 
materially to her father’s happiness ; and he liked to 
pass a few weeks in the summer or autumn at the de- 
lightful residence of Lennel on the southern border, 
w'here that excellent person lived, and where as late as 
1814 he ended his days. 

In the autumn of 1791 the Principal’s health first 
began to fail ; and a jaundi<'e, |>roceeding from an 
aflection of the liver, brought him early in 1793 to a 
state of weakness which left no hope of his recovery. 
He bore his infirmity with entire j»atieuce, and beheld 
the prospect of death, which was for many months 
before him, with unshaken fortitude. A month or two 
)irevious to his decease, he was removed to Grange 
Hfiuse, in tlie neighbourhood of Edinburgh. Profes- 
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sor Stewart there saw him more than once ; and far 
from avoiding the subject, he said it would be satisfac- 
tory to him that his friend should write the account 
of his life — it being, according to the usage of the 
Royal Society (of Edinburgh), customary to give in their 
‘ Transactions’ the lives of deceased members who have 
attained distinction by their works. On another occa- 
sion an observation was made on the fruit-trees then in 
blossom ; and he alluded, with cheiwful composure, to 
the event which must hapjien before they came to 
their maturity, and prevent him who now looked upon 
the flower from seeing the fruit. His strength of 
body gradually declining, though his nund remained 
quite entire, he died on the 11th June, 1793, in the 
72nd year of his age. His funeral in the Orey Friars 
church-yard was attended by the professors, the magis- 
trates of the city, the heads of the law, and many 
of the other resjiectable inhabitants of Edinburgh. 
It was, as I can testify, a scene peculiarly impressive 
to all who witnessed it, from the sterling virtue iis 
well as the great celebrity and intrinsic merits of the 
illustrious deceased. 

The history of the author is the history of the indi- 
vidual, exctqding as regards his private life and his 
personal habits ; these were in the most perfect de- 
gree dignified and juire. W ■ bout anything of harshness 
or fanaticism, he was rationally pious and blamelessly 
month His conduct, both as a Christian minister, as 
a member of society, as a relation, and as a friend, was 
wholly without a .^tain. His affections were warm, 
they were ever under control, and therefore e(jual and 
steady. His feelings might pass for being less strong 
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and lively than they were, partly because he had an 
insuperable aversion to extremes in all things, partly 
because, for fear of any semblance of pretension, to 
which he was yet more averse, he preferred appearing 
less moved than he really was, in order to avoid the 
possibility of feeling less than he externally showed. 
Hut he was of opinions respecting conduct which led 
to keeping the feelings under curb, and never giving 
way to them ; he leant in this towards the philosophy 
and discipline of the Stoics ; and he also held, which 
^vas ajit to beget the same mistake as to the warmth of 
his heart, that exhibitions of sorrow, any more than of 
boisterous mirth, were unfit to be made ; that such 
emotions should as far as possible be reduced to mode- 
ration, even in private ; but that in society they were 
altogether misplaced and mistimed. He considered, 
and rightly considered, that if a person labouring under 
any alHictive feelings be well enough at ease to go 
into company, he gives a sort of pledge that he is so 
far recovered of his wound, or at least can so far con- 
ceal his pains, as to behave like the rest of the circle. 
He held, ami rightly held, that men frequent society, 
not to pour forth their sorrows, or indulge their un- 
wieldy joys, but to instruct, or improve, or amuse each 
other, by rational and cheerful conversation. For 
himself, when he left his study, leaving behind him, 
with the dust of his books, the anxious look, the 
wrinkled brow, the disturlHul or absent thoughts, he 
also expected other to greet his arrival with the like 
freedom from cares of ail so. ts, and especially he dis- 
liked to have his hours of relaxation saddened with 
tales of misery, interesting to no one, unless, which is 
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never the object of such narratives, there be a purpose 
of obtaining relief. 

His conversation was cheerful, and it was varied. Vast 
information, copious anecdote, perfect appositeness of 
illustration, — narration or description wholly free from 
pedantry or stiffness, but as felicitous and as striking 
as might be expected from such a master — great liveli- 
ness, and often wit and often humour, with a full dis- 
position to enjoy the merriment of the hour, but the 
most scrupulous absence of everything like coarseness 
of any description — these formed the staples of his 
talk. One thing he never tolerated any more than he 
did the least breach of decorum ; it was among the 
few matters which seemed to try his temper — he could 
not bear evil speaking, or want of charity. No one was 
likely ever to wrangle with another before him ; but he 
always put down at once any attempt to as.sail the ab- 
sent. His own nature was singularly charitsible and 
kindly ; he always viewed the conduct of others in the 
least unfavourable light ; and when he heard any ol>- 
jections urged, he would suggest something that at 
least left tlie blame mitigated when it could not be 
warded off or made doubtful. Of course, this remark 
applies to cases where the matter was ambiguous, and 
the general character and conduct were good. No man 
ever expressed a greater abhorrence of anything plainly 
bad, or a nobler scorn of anytliing mean ; and his sen- 
tence went forth in such cases with an awful and an 
overpowering force. 

His very decideu opinions on all subjects of public 
interest, civil and religious, never interrupted his 
friendly and familiar intercourse with those who Held 
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different principles. With his colleague, Dr. Erskine, 
leader of his antagonists in the Church, he lived upon 
terms of uninterrupted friendship, as that great pres- 
byter feelingly testified on preaching his funeral 
sermon. With Mr. Hume his intimacy is well 
known. His political principles were those of a mo- 
derate Whig, a Whig of 1688, as he used to express 
it ; but no man held in greater contempt the petty 
manoeuvres of party. Horace Walpole has thought 
fit to record a dialogue as having passed Ijetween them, 
in which he makes the Principal say, “ You must 
know, sir, that I am a moderate Whig and himself 
answer, “ Yes, Doctor, a very moderate Whig, I’ll 
engage for it” — a sneer not likely to have been risked 
by such an amateur with such an artist. What the 
great historian intended by using the word “ moderate” 
plainly was to guard himself against being supposed 
to enter into the squabbles of faction, and partiike of 
its blind fury in a degree unsuited to his station. 
On religious matters he ever expressed himself with 
solemnity and warmth. While he was wishing well 
to lil)erty in France, before the excesses that profaned 
its name, and indeed btdbre the revolution broke out, 
he was deploring the irreligious tone of French litera- 
ture : “ Really,” said he, “ one would think w*e were 
living under a new dispeiisjition.” Of American 
independence he was the warm friend ; but Washing- 
ton’s character was far more to his mind than 
Franklin’s, of whose violence and contempt of revealed 
religion he had formed a ver\ unfavoura’ole opinion. 

His manner was not graceful in little matters, though 
his demeanour was dignified on the whole. In public 
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it was unimpassioned till some great burst came from 
him ; then it partook of the fire of the moment, and 
soon relapsed into dignified composure. In ])rivatc it 
had some little awkwardnesses, not very })erceptible 
except to a near and minute observer. His language 
was correct and purely English, avoiding both learned 
words and foreign phraseology and Scottish expres- 
sions, but his speech was strongly tinged with the 
Scottish accent. His voice I well rememl)er, nor was 
it easy to forget it; nothing could be more jileasing. 
It was full and it was calm, but it had a tone of 
heartiness and sincerity which I hardly ever knew in 
jiny other. He was in person above the middle size — 
his features were strongly marked — his forehead was 
high and open — the expression of his mouth was that 
of rejtose, of meditation, and of sweetness at the same 
time. 'I’he portrait, by Sir Joshua Reynolds, is a strik- 
ing likeness, and it is the one which is engraved. I 
never knew an instance, I .should say, of so strong a 
resemblance as that which his eldest daughter, Mrs. 
Brydone, bore him. In her latter years, too, the sound 
of her voice was nearly his own. The only particulars 
of his manners and person which I recollect are his 
cocked hat, which he always wore, even in the country ; 
liis stately gait, [larlicularly in a walk whicli lie loved 
to freijuent in the woous at Brougham, wliere I at- 
tended him once whih; he visited tlu're, and in which 
he slowly riunh'd sometimes Batin vcr.scs, sometimes 
Greek ; a very slight guttural accent in his speech, 
which gave it a jieciiliar fulness ; and his retaining 
some old-fashioned inodes of address, ns using the word 
“ mailam” at full length ; and, when he drank i^'inc 
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with any woman, adding, “ My humble service to you.’’ 
When in the country he liked to he left entirely to 
himself in the morning, either to read or to walk or to 
drive al)out ; and he said that one of his great t^njoy- 
rnents at Lennel was Mr. J3rydone and himself doing 
precisely each Jis he chose, and being each as if the 
other were not in the same house. 

To give any notion of the anecdotes, simjde, racy, 
unpretending, which he would introduce when per- 
fectly apposite to the subject matter, would not be 
easy. Good nature and good humour prevailed through 
his conversation, in which there was nothing ambitious 
or forced, or any thing to show a desire of display. 
It always seemed as if he merely wished to enjoy him- 
self, and contribute his share to the enjoyment of 
others. The late Lord Meadowbank, a kinsman of 
his, and indeed his ward, when ]>reparing his Ijectures 
on Gen(*ral History, of which he was Professor, asked 
him if he had ever remarked how very superficial Mr. 
Hume’s Anglo-Saxon period is, more so than the 
other parts, though the last written, of his ‘History?’ 
“ Why, yes, I have,” said the Principal ; “ but the 
truth is, David (so he always called him) had the 
most unfortunate thing happen to him that can befall 
an author — he was jiaid for it before he wrote it.” 
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Address of Principal Eobertson on laying the Founda- 
tion Stone of the Edinburgh Coixegk, 1791 . — (Lord 
Napier was the Grand Master of the Masons.) 

My Lord, 

From very liumblc beginnings tlio University of 
Edinburgh has attained to such eminence as entitles it to be 
ranked among the most celebrated seminaries of learning. 
Indebted to the bounty of several of our sovereigns ; distin- 
guished, paiticularly, by the griieloiis prince now seated on 
the British throne, whom, with gratitude, we reckon amongst 
the most munificent of our royal benefactors ; and cherished 
by the continued attention and good ofliccs of our lionourable 
patrons,* this University can now boast of the number and 
vai'icty of its institutions for the instruction of youth in all 
the branches of literature and science. 

With what integrity and discernment persons have been 
chosen to preside in each of these departments, the character 
of my learned colleagues affords the most satisfying evidence. 
From confidence in their abilities and assiduity in discharg- 
ing the duties of their respf’ctive ofliccs, the I niversity of 
Edinburgh has not only become a scat of education to youth 
in every part of the British dominions, but, to the honour of 
our country, students have b^en attracted to it from almost 
every nation in Europe, and every stale in America. 

^‘Onc thing still was wanting. The apartments appropriated 
for the accommodation of pioft‘'Sor3 and students were so ex- 
tremely unsuitable to the flouri.diing state of the University, 
that it bad long bee a the general wish to have buildings more 
decent and convenient erected. What your Lonlshi]) has 
now done gives a near prospect of having this wish accom- 

- ■ 

* The niagistrati's of tin* (*ify. 
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plished ; and we consider it as a most auspicious circumstance 
that the foundation stone of this new mansion of science is 
laid by your Lordship, who, among your ancestors, reckon a 
man whose original and inventive genius places him high 
among the illustrious persons who have contributed most 
eminently to enlarge the boundaries of human knowledge. 

'^Permit me to add what I regard as my own peculiar feli- 
city, that, by having remained in my present station much 
longer than any of my predecessors, 1 have lived to witness 
an event so beneficial to this University, the prosperity of 
which is near to my heart, and has ever been the object of ray 
warmest wishes. 

May the Almighty God, without the invocation of whom 
no action of importance should be begun, bless this undertak- 
ing, and enable us to carry it on with success : may He con- 
tinue to protect our University, the object of whose insti- 
tutions is to instil into the minds of youth principles of sound 
knowledge, to inspire them 'witli the love of religion and 
virtue, and to prepare them for filling the various stations in 
society with honour to themselves, and with benefit to their 
country. All this we ask in the name of Christ ; and unto 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, we ascribe the 
kingdom, pow’er, and glory.- - Amen.” 


LkTTKH or TIIK LATE PROFESSOR FkROUSON, THEN IN 11 IS 
NINETY SECOND YEAR, TO THE LATE I.ORD ItoREKTSON, ON 
TIIK SLRJECT OF HIS FaTHER's ElMTAril. 

‘‘ My DEAR Lord, “ St. Andrew s, Nov. ‘24th, 1814. 

I have received your letter, enclosing the two copies 
of the inscription on your father’s monument, one for Air. 
Dempster, which I have delivered, and know lus sense of 
your kind rcmembrai ce, as wo.’ as my own of the honour 
you have done me. In these acknowledgments I am afraid 
yoi^rvill think me all cOo slow ; but this is now" the mode of 
niy existence, and ill qualified to change it. 
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It has enabled me to communicate witli some of the learned 
here, who join me in applauding the elegance and the appro- 
priate terms of that composition. 

The authority of Dr. Gregory lias no need of such sup- 
ports ; but I am fond to mention it. 

“ I thought your father’s birth and mine had been more 
nearly dated ; but I sec that his preceded mine by two whole 
years, although I have survived so long to become my own 
monument — j^erishing you will say, but only more so, or less 
permanent, than some other grave-stones. I remember to 
have seen in Italy miles and leagues of ancient highways, 
strewed on right and left with continual vestiges of monu- 
ments, now destroyed or in ruins, with scarce a name to mark 
for whom they were intended ; but your father’s memory is 
independent of any such matoiials. More fortunate tlian 
Tacitus or Livy, his works entire remain for ages indefinite, 
to show that in his time the Jlritish style in able hands was 
fit to emulate or cope with theirs. It were too mucli vanity 
for me to think the opportunity will then exist of giving judg- 
ment how little I ha<l profited by the example which lie set me, 
of literary talents and intellectual eminence. My way is now 
directed to the trackless grave, and there my course should 
terminate, but for the happy thought that there is somewhat 
after death to which this nursery and school of human life is 
no more than a preparation or a prelude. Meantime, howeve r, 
I remain, with just esteem and gratitude for kind attentions, 

‘‘ Your most obliged a. id most humble servant, 

‘‘Adam Fr.iuasoN. 

“ The Right linnouruhic Lord UuIktIsmii, 

Edinburgh,” 


The translation, of which the following forms the first two 
pages of the Friji r opal's MS., was made, as appears by the 
date January 21, 17 12, when he wi\s about twenty — be hav- 
ing been 1« >rn 19th September, 1721, The whole is carefully 
and admirably executed, combining clearness >vith elegance. 
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The other translations which I have seen of the ^ Meditations/ 
will bear no comparison with this; Gatakcr’s (1692) in Latin 
seems the best, but it is not good. To give an example, take 
the first paragraph : to xaXoiodgr is rendered by the translation of 
1 692 “ to be gentle and meek by Mr. Graves’s, of 1792, vir- 
tuous disposition of mind.” aopynroy, by the former to refrain 
from all anger and passion by the latter habitual command 
of my temper.” Robertson gives both together clearly and 
elegantly, “ to be of a complaisant and dispassionate temper of 
mind.” xaXor/fisj is a word only found in Antoninus. Ste- 
phanus renders it “ qui pulcra indole — probus — honestus 
the late editors of Passow, in their excellent work (Messrs. 
Liddell and Scott), have rendered it well disposed Gataker 
(1692), “ moris candidi.” Robertson’s version seems prefer- 
able, though not widely different. In the second paragraph 
we have rendered, unhappily enough, by the edi- 
tion of 1692, shamefacedness,” as is ‘‘manly be- 

haviour while Graves gives both prolixly “ modesty and 
manly firmness on all occasions.” In paragraph 16 we find 
•hixepov xai /xivstixov aaaXeurws, the first word of which the 
edition of 1692 gives as “ meekness the edition of 1792, 
“ mild condescension,” which is a fanciful version ; the Ox- 
ford Greek-Latin edition of 1704, “ mansuetudinem and 
Robertson, “ mild disposition.” 


BOOK I. 


“ Jan. 21, 1742. 

I. From my grandfather, Verus, I learned to be of a 
complaisant and dispassionate temper of mind. 

“ II. By the fame and reputation of my lather I was taught 
to be modest, and yet at the same time to form steady and 
manly resolutions. 

“ III. By my mother I was taught to be of a religious turn 
of mind; and not onlv to abstain from all evil actions, but 
from every inclination towards them ; to study simplicity in 
my ^et, and keep at a distance from all the vain pomp of 
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IV. By my great grandfather I was advised not to fre- 
quent the public schools of declaimers ; but to hear the best 
masters in private, and to spare no expense in procuring 
such. 

V. By my governor I was taught to take no side in those 
factions which divide the Circus and Theatre ; to be patient 
of labour, to be content with little, and to be able to work 
with my own hands ; not to meddle in other men’s matters, 
and to discourage all informers. 

‘"VI. By Diognetus I was taught not to amuse myself with 
empty, trifling studies, not to give credit to the marvellous 
stories related of wizards, enchanters, and the exorcising of 
dajmons ; not to spend my time in the breeding of quails and 
such like trifles ; to endure it patiently when men speak 
freely of me, and to apply myself wholly to the study of philo- 
sophy. By his advice I heard Bacchius, Tyndaridcs, and 
Marcianus, and, when very young, employed myself in com- 
posing dialogues ; used a mean bed, covered only with a 
skin ; and in every other thing emulated the manners of the 
Grecian philosophers. 

VII. To Iluphcus I am indebted for my resolution of re- 
forming and watching over my own morals, and that 1 did 
not fall into an imitation of the pride of the Sophists ; that I 
did not write upon merely speculative points, or compose 
quaint and finical exhortations to virtue ; that my ex(,Tcises 
were not calculated to strike the fimey, and to carry wltli 
them an air of importance and austerity; that I applied my- 
self neither to rlictoric nor poetry, nor studied any affected 
elegance in my expressions ; that I did not wTar the stola 
while within doors, and shunned all extravagant pride in my 
dress. By him I was to write ray letters in a sim- 

ple style, after the model of those he sent from Sinuessa ; to 
show myself of a placable disposition towards those who have 
injured and offended me, and ready to be reconciled to them 
whenever they do ire to return to my favour; to read with 
accuracy, not to be content with a superficial consideration 
of things, and not rashly to give car to great talkers. To 
him, likewise, I owe my acquaintance with the Commentaries 
of Epictetus, which he furnished me with. \ 
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VIII. From Apollonius I learned to be at the same time 
free, and yet without any fluctuating uncertainty in my reso- 
lutions ; to have a regard to nothing beside reason, even in 
things of the smallest moment ; to preserve an equal mind 
under the most acute pain, upon the death of a child, and 
during the most lingering diseases ; and by a living example 
in himself, he showed me that it was possible for the same 
person to be upon occasion rigid or humane ; that we should 
instruct others with mildness and gentleness, and look upon 
our erudition and dexterity in delivering speculative truths as 
among the meanest of qualifications. By him also I was tiiught 
in what manner to receive presents from my friends, so as 
neither to appear too highly indebted to their favour, nor yet 
to dismiss them with cold indiflerence.” 
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The physical scicaicCvS havc‘ lew more illustrious names 
to boast than that of Josejih lllack. AVitli all the 
hal)its and tlu‘ disciplined faculties of a true philoso- 
j>her, with tlic t<unper as well as tlie capacity of a 
sag'e, he j)oss(?ssed that liaj)j)y union of stronj^ hut 
disciplined imagination, powers of close undivided 
attention, and am])le resources of reasoifuig, wliicli 
forms original genius in sciimtific pursuits; and, as all 
these <(ualities may 1 m‘ comhimMl in an individual 
witliout liis happening to signalis(i his investigations 
of nature by any discovtuT, must, add tliat liis lifj 
was crowned witli the good fortune of optuiing to 
mankind mnv j)aths in which both himself and his 
ibllowej s successfully trod, enlarging to an ini’alculabb* 
extent the bounds of liumm knowledge, "idle modesty 
of his nature making him avers(! to publisli liis s|)e(*u- 
lations, and tlie genuiiu* devotion to tin* investigation 
of truth, lor its own .‘'ake, I’endmung him most open ifi 
his communications witli all who W(ire engaged in tlie 
same pursuits, his incontc*stabI(^ claim in be regarib'd as 
the founder '»f imelern chemistry lias Immui olhmtimes 
overlooke‘d ; and, while some liavt* tmdeavoured more 
or less oI»scun*ly to mingb* themselves with his dis- 
coveries, others have thouglit it be<’oming to post-drUi 
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the new system, that it might seem the produce of a 
somewhat later age. The interests of truth and justice 
therefore require that we should minutely examine the 
facts of the case ; and, happily, the evidence is so clear 
that it only requires an attentive consideration to 
remove all doubt from the subject. I feel it a duty 
imperatively cast upon me to undertake a task from 
which, did I not regard it as less difficult than sacred, 

I might shrink. But I had the great happiness of 
being taught by himself, having attended one of the 
last courses of lectures which he delivered ; and the 
knowledge thus gained cannot be turned to a better 
use than in recording the glory and in vindicating the 
fame of my illustrious master. 

The story of a philosopher s life is soon told. Black 
was born, in 1721, at Bordeaux, where his father, a 
native of Belfast, was settled as a merchant : he was, 
however, a Scotchman, and his wife too was of a Scot- 
tish family, that of Gordon of Hillhead, in Aberdeen- 
shire, settled like IMr, Black at Bordeaux. The latter 
was a j)erson of extraordinary virtues, and a most amiable 
disposition. The celebrated Montesquieu honoured 
him with his especial regard ; and his son preserved, as 
titles of honour in his family, the many letters of the 
President to his ])arent. In one of them he laments 
the intended removal of the Black family as a thing 
he could not reconcile himself to, for his greatest plea- 
sure was seeing them often, and living himself in their 
society. Though Mr. Btack sent his son, at tlie age 
of twelve, for 8oiu»; years to a school in Ireland, he 
was removed to tlu*. College of Glasgow in the year 
. 1'7'46, and ever after lived in that which was, properly 
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speaking, his native country. At that college he 
studied under the celebrated Cullen, then Professor of 
Anatomy and Lecturer on Chemistry ; and, having 
removed in 1750 to Edinburgh for the benefit of that 
famous medical school, he took his degree there in 
1754. In 1756 he was appointed to succeed Dr. 
Cullen in the chair of anatomy and chemistry at Glas- 
gow, and he continued to teach there for ten years, 
when he was appointed to the chemistry professorship 
at Edinburgh. lie then lectured for thirty years to 
numerous classe.s, and retiring in 1796 lived till 1799, 
and died on the •26th of November in that year. His 
health never wa.s robust ; it was indeed precarious at all 
times from a wc'akness in the bronchia and chest, but 
he prolonged life by a system of the strictest absti- 
nence, frequently subsisting for days together on water 
gruel and diluted milk. lie never was married ; but 
he cherished with unvarying affection his near relatives, 
who well deserved his care. His favourite niece. Miss 
Burnet, a j)erson of great sense and amiable bmijier, 
was married to his friend and second cousin. Professor 
Ferguson, the historian and moral philo.soj)her. Dr. 
Black lived in a select circle of friends, the most illu.s- 
trious men of the times in science and in letters. 
Watt, Hutton, Hume, Bobertson, Snuth, and after- 
W'ards with the succeeding generation of Scottish 
worthies, Robison, Playfair, Stewart. Delighting 
to commune, to speculate, and to investigate with them, 
he was careless of the fame which however he could 
not but be sensible his labours must achieve, kle was 
extremely averse to publication, contemning the im- 
patieit(^e with which so many men of science hurry . 
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to the press, often while their speculations are crude, 
and their inquiries not finished. Nor could the reason 
often urged in defence of this find much favour with 
one who seemed never to regard the being anticipated 
by his fellow-labourets as any very serious evil, so the 
progress of science was secured. Except two papers, 
one in the ‘ London Philosophical Transactions’ for 
1775 on the freezing of boiled water ; the other, in the 
second volume of the ‘ Edinburgh Transactions,’ on 
the Iceland hot springs ; he never published any work 
after that of which we are now to speak, in 1755, 
and which, but for the accidental occasion that gave 
rise to it, would possibly, like his other original 
speculations, never have been given by himself to the 
press. 

Upon taking his degree at Edinburgh College he 
wrote and published a Ijatin Thesis, after the manner 
of that as well as the foreign universities. The subject 
was ‘Magnesia, and the Acid produced by Food in the 
Stomach’ (/>e Acido e Cibin orto ; ef fie Magnesia), and 
it contained the outline of his discoveries already made. 
Having sent some copies of this Thesis to his father 
at Bordeaux, one was given to iMontes<juieu, who at 
once saw the vast importance of the truths which it 
unfolded. He called a few days after and said to Mr. 
Black, “ I rejoice with you, my very good friend : your 
son will l)e the honour of your name and of your 
family.” But though the discoveries were sketcheil 
distinctly enough in this writing, they were only 
given at large the following year in his celebrated 
Work, ‘ Experimenl.i on Magnesia, Quicklime, and 
Other Alkaline Substances,' incontestably the most 
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beautiful example of strict inductive investigation since 
the ‘ Optics’ of Sir Is<aac Newton. His fervent ad- 
miration of that masterly work was indicated by his 
giving it to Professor Robison, then a student, and 
desiring him to “ make it the model of all his studies,” 
recommending him at the same time a careful study of 
the mathematics. It appears that this important 
inquiry concerning the alkaline earths, the results 
of which were destined to change the face of chemical 
science, was suggested by the attempts then making to 
find a solvent for the stone. I distinctly recollect Dr. 
Black, in his lectures, prefacing the admirable and 
most interesting account which he gave of his dis- 
coverie.s, with the statement that the hojM?.s of finding 
a solvent which should not, like the caustic alkalies, 
destroy the substance of the bladder in melting the 
stone, first led liiin to this investigation. Professor 
Robison has given a note from his memorandum-book 
indicating that he had at first fallen into the notion of 
alkalies, when treated with quicklime, deriving from 
it their caustic (juality ; the common Indief (which 
gave rise to the term caustic) being that lime obfiiined 
from the fire the (|uality of growing extremely hot, 
even to ignition when united with water. But exp;- 
riment soon corrected this idea ; for, having exposed 
the caustic or quicklime to ihe air till it l>ecame mild, 
he sjiys, “ Nothing escapes (meaning no fire or heat) ; 
the cup rises considerably by absorbing air.” Another 
observation on t):*’ comparative loss of weight sustained 
l)y chalk when calcined (in the fire), and when dis- 
solved in an acid, is followed by the account of a 
medical case, which the Professor knew to have 
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occurred in 1752. A third note follows, and proves 
him to have now become possessed of the true theory of 
causticity, namely, the expulsion of air, and of mildness, 
namely, its absorption. The discovery was therefore 
made as early as 1752 — it was published generally in 
1754 — it was given in its fullest details in 1755. At 
this time M. Lavoisier was a hoy at school — nine 
years old when the discovery was made — eleven when 
it was published — twelve when it was as fully given 
to the world as its author ever delivered it. No pos- 
sibility therefore existed of that great man finding out 
when he compo-sed his great work that it was a 
discovery of his own, as he did not scruple to descrilje 
oxygen, though Dr. Priestley had first communicated it 
to him in the year 1774 ; or that Black and he dis- 
covered it about the same time, as he was in the habit 
of stating with respect to other gases, with a con- 
venient degree of ambiguity just sufficient for self- 
defence, should he be charged \vith unfair appropriation. 
Who that reflects on the noble part which this great 
philo.so|)her acted, both in his life and in his death, can 
avoid lamenting that he did not rest satisfied with the 
fame really his due, of applying the discoveries of others, 
in which he had no kind of share, to the investigation 
of scientific truths, as entirely the result of his 
extraordinary faculty of generalization, and genius for 
philosophical rc.scarch, as tho.se discoveries, the mate- 
rials of his induction, were the undivided proj)erty of 
others ! 

The eapitjil discovery of Bi:u;k, thus ‘arly made, and 
to any share in which no one has ever pretended, was 
that the causticity, as it w-as formerly termed upon a 
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false theory, of the alkalis and alkaline earths, was 
owing to the loss of a substance with which they had 
been combined, and that their reunion with this sub- 
stance again rendered them mild. But the nature of 
this substance was likewise ascertained by him, and its 
detection forms by far the most important part of the 
discovery, for it laid the foundation of chemical science. 
He found that it was a ])ermanently elastic fluid, like 
air in some of its mechanical qualities, those of being 
transparent or invisible, and incondensable, but differ- 
ing entirely from the air of our atmosphere in its 
chemical properties. It was separated from alkaline 
substances by heat, and by the application of acids, 
which, having a stronger elective affinity for them, 
caused it to be precipitated, or to escape in the aeriform 
state ; it was heavier than common air, and it gave a 
slight acidulous flavour to water on being absorbed by it ; 
hence the inference that it w’as an acid itself. A short 
time afterwards (in 1757) hediscovered that this peculiar 
air is the same with that produced by the fermentation 
of vegetable substances. This he ascertained by the 
simple experiment of partially emptying in a brewer s 
vat, where the fermenting process was going on, the 
contents of a phial filled with Ihne-^vater. On shaking 
the liquid that remained with the air that had entered, 
he found it become turbid, from the lime having 
entered into union with the air, and become chalk. 
The same day he discovered by an experiment, equally 
simple and equally decisive, that the air which comes 
from burning charcoal is of the same kind. He fixed a 
piece of charcoal in the broad end of a bellows nozzle, 
unscrewed ; and putting that in the fire, he inserted 
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the other end in a vessel filled with lime-water. 
The air that Wiis driven through the liquid again pre- 
cipitated the lime in the form of chalk. Finally, he 
ascertained by breathing through a syphon filled with 
lime-water, and finding the lime again precipitated, that 
animals, by breathing,, evolve air of this description. 

The great step was now made, therefore, that the 
air of the atmosphere is not the only permanently 
elastic body, but that others exist, having perfectly 
different qualities from the atmospheric air, and capa- 
ble of losing their elasticity by entering into chemi- 
cal union with solid or with liquid substances, from 
which being afterwards separated, they regain the 
elastic or aeriform state. He gave to this body the 
name of Jijeed air, to denote only that it was found 
fixed in bodies, as well ns elastic and separate. He 
used the term “ air” only to denote its mechanical re- 
semblance to the atmospheric air, and not at all to 
imply that it was of the same nature. No one ever 
could confound the two substances together ; and ac- 
cordingly M. Morveau, in explaining some years after- 
wards the reluctance of chemists to adopt the new 
theory of causticity, gives as their excuse, that although 
this doctrine “ admirably tallies with all the pheno- 
mena, yet it ascribes to fixed air properties which 
really make it a new body or existence” {“foriuent 
reellement un nouvel tdre").* 

In order to estimate the importance of this dis- 
covery, and at the same time to show how entirely it 


• Supplement to the ‘ Encycloiiedii'>’ vol. ii. p. 214 , published 
in 1777. 
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altered the whole face of chemical science, and how 
completely the doctrine was original, we must now 
examine the state of knowledge which philosophers 
had previously attained upon the subject. 

It has often been remarked that no great discovery was 
ever made at once, except perhaps that of logarithms ; 
all have been preceded by steps which conducted the dis- 
coverer’s predecessors nearly, though not (piite, to the 
same point. Some may possibly think that Black’s dis- 
covery of fixed air affords no second exception to this 
rule; for it is said that Van Helmont, who flourished 
at the end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seven- 
teenth century, had observed its evolution during fer- 
mentation, and given it the name oi gas silvestre, spirit 
from wood, remarking that it caused the phenomena 
of the Grotto <lel Cane, near Naples. But though he 
as well as others had observed an aeriform substance 
to be evolved in fermentation and in effervescence, 
there is no reason for affirming that they considered it 
as differing from atmospheric air, except by having 
absorbed, or become mixed with, cerfiiin impurities. 
Accordingly, a century later than Van Helmont, Hales, 
who made more exj)eriments on air than any other of 
the old chemists, adopts the commonly received opinion 
that all elastic fluids were only different combinations 
of the atmospheric air with various exhalations or 
impurities ;* and this was the universal belief upon 
the subject, both of philosophers and of the vulgar. 

* It may safely be affiniied that Van llelmont’s olwervation, 
which lay for a century and a half barren, threw no light of any 
value upon the subject. No one questions Newton's title to the 
discovery of the different refrangibility of light, and the tnie theory 



BLACK. 


333 


It is now fit that we see in what manner the subject 
was treated by scientific men at the period immediately 
preceding Black’s discoveries. The article ‘Air in the 
French ‘ Encyclopedie’ was published in 1751, and 
written by D’Alembert himself. It is, as might be 
expected, able, clear, elaborate. He assumes the sub- 
stance of the atmosj)here to be alone entitled to the 
name of air, and to be the foundation of all other per- 
manently elastic bodies : “ L’air elemenfciire, ou I’air 
proprement dit,” he says. He describes it as “ homo- 
gene,” and terms it “ I’ingredient fondamental de tout 
Fair de ratmospheVe, et qui lui donne son nom.” 
Other substances or exhalations mix with it, he says, 
but these he terms “ passageres,” passing vapours, and 
not permanent : the air alone (that is, the atmo- 
spheric air) he calls “permanent,” or permanently 
elastic (vol. i. p. 225 ). So little attention had the ob- 
servation of Van Helmont respecting the Grotto del 


of till* rainbow; yet at the beginning of the 17lh centiir}', Antonio de 
Doniinis, Arclibishop of Spalatro, had really made an ingenious and 
w (‘11 -ground iM I experiment on the similarity of the rainbow eohmrs 
with those fonned by the sun’s rays refracted twice and reflect<?d once 
in a globe filled with water, 'fhe doctrine of universal gravitation 
was known to both K('])ler and Galilc^> ; and Boulhiiid (Astronoinia 
Bhilolaica, lib. i., 1645) distinctly stated his belief or conjecture 
that it act(‘d inversely as the squares of the distanci's. The famous 
proposition of equal areas in cnpial times was known to Kepler. 
The nearest approach to the Fluxional Calculus had been made by 
Harriott and Uoberval aiel Fermat ; and to take but one other ex- 
ample, the electrical explosion of the Leyden jar, disc overwl in 1747, 
obtained the name of the t'anp-foudroyant. and w'as by Abbe Kollet 
conjectnreil to be identical with lightning, Franklin’s celebratetl 
experiment being only made in 1752. 
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Cane excited, that we find a conjecture hazarded in the 
article ‘ Grotte’ (vol. vii. p. 968), which appeared in 
1756, — “peut-etre respirent ils (les chiens), au lieu 
d’air, des vapeurs miner.vlea but this was some time 
cafter Black’s discovery had taught us to distinguish such 
permanently elastic vapours from atmospheric air. In 
the article ‘ Fermentation’ (vol. vi. p. 523) we find 
Van Helmont’s doctrines of the connexion between 
fermentiition and digestion treated with ridicule, and 
those who adopted them jocubirly cjilled the “ fermen- 
tateurs.” 

A few years later, however, the face of things 
changed. In the * Supplement,’ published in 1776, we 
find an article on ‘ Fixed Air,’ and a reference to Dr. 
Black’s discovery \ but nothing can be more indistinct 
than the author, M. Morveau’s, ideas respecting it; 
for he leaves us in doubt whether it lie the atmospheric 
air or a separate substance, and yet lie states that the 
phenomena of fermentation and putrefaction are ex- 
plained by the evolution or absorption of this air, and 
that mineral waters derive from its presence their fla- 
vour. An abstract of M. Wmel’s book had in 1765, 
under the head of ‘ Mineral Waters,’ given this explana- 
tion ; but instead of representing the air combined with 
the water as a different ' distance, he calls it “ veritable 
air et meiiie tres pure.” W’e have, however, seen that, 
in the following year (1777), M. Morveau’.s ideas were 
jierfectly ilistinet on the subject ; for he treats it as a 
new sulistance, wlioll} different from atinosjiheric air. 
The slowness with which Black’s doctrine made its 
way in France may lie presumed from Morveau’s re- 
mark on causticity, already cited, and also from this. 
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that the article on ‘ Magnesia,’ published in 1765, dog^ 
inatically asserts Black to be in error when he de- 
scribes Epsom sjilts as yielding that earth, “ because,” 
says the author, “ those salts are purely Seidlitian,” 

“ entierement Seidlitiens” (vol. x. p. 85S). In fact, Ep- 
som salts, magnesia, limestone, and sea-water are the 
great sources from which all magnesia is obtained. 
The first of these substances is in truth only a com- 
bination of magnesia with sul])huric acid. 

The other discoveries to which Black’s led were as 
slowly disseminated as his own. Oxygen gas had been 
discovered, in August, 1774, by Priestley, and soon 
after by Scheele without any knowledge of Priestley’s 
previous discovery ; yet in 1777 Morveau, who wrote the 
chemical articles in the ‘ Supplement,’ never mentions 
that discovery, nor the almost etiually im]K)rtant dis- 
covery of Scheele, chlorine, made in 1774, nor that of 
azote, discovered by Rutherford in 1772, nor hydro- 
gen gas, the j)roperties of which had been fully inves- 
tigated by Cavendish as early as 176G. Lavoisier's 
importiint doctrine, well entitled to be railed a dis- 
covery, of the true nature of combustion, had likewise 
l)een published in 1774 in his ‘Opuscules,’ yet Mor- 
veau doggedly adheres to his own absurd theory of 
tlie air only being necessary to maintain those oscilla- 
tions in which he holds combustion to consist; and 
finding that the increase of weight is always the result 
of calcination as well as combustion, he sjilisfies him- 
self with making a gratuitous addition to the hypo- 
thesis of phlogiston, and supposes that this imaginary 
substance is ondowcvl with positive levity; nor does he 
allude to the experiments of Lavoisier on gases, on 
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combustion, and on oxidation, further than to say that 
he had for a considerable time been engaged in these 
inquiries. It was not indeed till 1787 that he became 
a convert to the sound and rationiil doctrine, and 
abandoned the fanciful hypothesis, simple and inge- 
nious though it be, of Stahl. Berthollet, the earliest 
convert, had come over to the truth two years be- 
fore. Thus, discoveries had been made which laid the 
foundation of a new science, and on which the atten- 
tion of all philosophers was l)ent ; yet the greatest 
scientific work of the age made no more mention 
of them than if Black, Cavendish, Priestley, and 
Scheele had not been. The conjecture may be allowed 
to us, that if any of these great things had l)een done 
in France, M. Morveau would not have been suffered 
to preserve the same unbroken silence respecting them, 
even if his invincible prejudices in favour of the doc- 
trine of phlogiston had disj)osed him to a cour.se so 
unworthy of a philosopher. 

ITie detail into which I have entered, sufficiently 
proves that the discovery of fixed air laid at once the 
foundation of the great events in the chemical world 
to which reference has just been ma<lc, because the 
step was of incalculable imjHvrtance by which we are 
led to the fact that aiu.tvspheric air is only one of a 
class of permanently elastic fluids. When D'Alem- 
bert wrote the article ' Air,’ in 1751, he gave the doc- 
trine then universally received, that all the other kinds 
of air were only impure atmospheric air, and that this 
fluid alone was permanently elastic, all other vapours 
being only, like steam, temporarily aeriform. Once 
the truth was made known that there are other gases 
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in nature, only careful observation was required to 
find them out. Inflammable air was the next which 
became the subject of examination, because, though it 
had long been known, l)efore Black’s discovery it had 
bhen supposed only to be common air mixed with unc- 
tuous j>articles. His discovery at once showed that it 
was, like fixed air, a separate aeriform fluid, wholly 
distinct from the air of the atmosphere. The other 
ga.ses were discovered somewhat later. But it is a very 
great mistake to suppose that none of these were known 
to Black, or that he supposed fixed air to be the only 
gas different from the atmospheric. 'I’he nature of 
hydrogen gas was perfectly known to him, and both 
its qualities of being inflammable and of being so much 
lighter than atmospheric air; for as early as 1766 
he invented the air balloon, showing a ytarty of his 
friends the ascent of a Idadder filled with inflammable 
air. Mr. Cavendish only more ])recisely ascertained 
its s|»ecific gravity, and showed what Black could not 
have been ignorant of, that it is the same, from what- 
ever substance it is obtained. 

But great as was the discovery of fi.xed air, and 
importiint as were its conse<|uences, the world was 
indebted to its illustrious author for another scarcely 
less remarkable, both from being so unex])ected, and 
from producing such lasting effects upon physical 
science. About the year 1763 he meditated closely uj»on 
the fact, that on the melting of ice more heat seems 
to disapywar than tlie thennonii ter indicates, and also 
that on the condensation of steam an imexyiected yu’o- 
y»ortion of heat becomes perce|»tible. An observation 
of Fahrenheit, on the cooling of water ladow thetem- 

/. 
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perature of ice until it is disturbed, when it gives out 
heat and freezes at once, appears also to have attracted 
his careful consideration. He contrived a set of simple 
but decisive experiments to investigate the cause of 
these appearances, and was led to the discovery 6f 
latent heat, or the absorption of heat upon bodies 
passing from the solid to the fluid state, and from 
the fluid to the aeriform, the heat having no effect on 
surrounding bodies, and being therefore insensible to 
the hand or to the thermometer, and only by its 
absorjttion mainbiining the body in the state which it 
has assumed, and which it retains until, the absorbed 
heat being given out, and becoming again sensible, the 
state of the body is changed back again from fluid 
to solid, from aiiriform to fluid. He never published 
any account of this discovery, but he explained it fully 
in his Lectures, both at Glasgow and Edinburgh, 
and he referred to it in the paper already mentioned, 
which was printed in the ‘ Philosophical Transactions ’ 
for 1775, Well, then, may we marvel that no mention 
whatever of latent heat is made in the celebrated ‘ Ency- 
clopedic,’ which owed its chemical contributions to no 
less a writer and exjierimentalist than Morvejiu. 
The doctrine of latent heat, however, was immediately 
applied by all philosophers to the production of the 
different airs which were successively discovered. They 
were found to owe their permanently elastic state to 
the heat absorbed in their production from solid or 
fluid substances, and to regain their fluid or solid state 
by combining either together or with those sul)- 
stances, and in the act of union giving out in a 
sensible fomi the heat which, while absorbed and 
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latent, had kept them m the state of elastic and in- 
visible fluids.* 

The third great discovery of Black was that which 
has since been called the doctrine of specific heat, but 
which he called the capacity of bodies for heat. Dif- 
ferent l>odies contain different quantities of heat in the 
same bulk or weight ; and different quantities of heat 
are required to raise different V>odies to the same sen- 
sible temperature. Th\is, by Black’s e.\periment, it 
was found that a pound of gold being heated to 150®, 
and added to a pound of water at 50®, the temperature 
of l)oth became not 100®, the mean l)etween the two, 
but 55®, the gold losing 95®, and the water gaining 5®, 
iMjcause the capacity of water for heat is nineteen times 
that of gold. So twice as much heat is required to 
raise water to any given j)oint of sensible heat as to 
raise mercury, the volumes of the two fluids compared 
Ijeing equal. 

The true doctrine of comlmstion, calcination of 
metals, and respiration of animals, which Lavoisier 
deduced from the experiments of Priestley and Scheele 
upon oxygen gas, and of Cavendish on hydrogen gas, 
and which has changed the whole aspect of chemical 
science, was foundetl mainly upon the doctrines of 
latent and specific heat. It was thus the singular 
felicity of Black to have furnished both the pillars 
upon which modern chemistry reposes, and to have 

* It is by no means iuipoesible tiAt one day no may be able to 
reduce the phenomenon of light within the theory of latent heat. It 
may be that this body whon absorbed, that is, fixed in .substances, 
gives out heat ; as, while passing through diaphanous substances and 
remaining unfixal, its heat ia not sensible. 
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furnished them so long before any one attempted to 
erect the su])erstructure, that no doubt could by any 
possibility arise respecting the source of our increased 
knowledge, the ([iiarter to which our gratitude should 
be directed. Fixed air was discovered in 1752, and 
fully exjdained to the world in 1754 and 1755. 
Latent heat was yearly, from 1763, explained to nu- 
merous classes of students, before whom the experi- 
ments that prove it were performed by the author’s 
own hands. Cavendish made his experiments on in- 
flammable air in 1766 ; Priestley began his in 1768, 
first publishing in 1772; and he discovered oxygen in 
1774, in which year the nature of combustion was first 
explained by Lavoisier, a boy at school when fixed air 
was discovered, and having made no exj)eriments nor 
written any one line upon chemical subjects for' seven 
years after latent heat was discovered. 

Sat we shall form a more striking idea to ourselves 
of the revolution which Black thus efl’ectcd in che- 
mistry, if we attend a little to the stiite of that science 
in general Ijef’ore he began his labours. M’e have 
already seen tlie low condition of the knowledge then 
|K)ssessed respecting aeriform fluids ; tlie general con- 
dition of the science was in the same proportion 
humble. 

I’he celebrated ‘ Preliminary ])iscours(;’ to the ‘ En- 
cyclop6die’ makes hardly any mention of chemistry 
among the sciences; and in the ‘ Arbre Encyclop«?di(iue,’ 
on which the authors (D’Aleml)ert and Diderot) plume 
themselves much, we find it not very distinctly repre- 
sented, or in very good company. It is harmed the 
science of interior and occult qualities of bodies, its 
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ol)jects being to iinitiite and rival nature, by decom- 
posing, reviving, and transferring substances. It is 
represented as holding iimong the sciences the place 
which poetry occupies among other branches of litera- 
ture. Its fruits are said to be alchemy, metallurgy, 
natural magic, and chemistry j)roperly so called, 
which is stated to consist of pyrotechny and dyeing. 
Strange to tell, pharmacy is not given as one of its 
fruits, being referred wholly to the branch of medical 
science. 

But the state of chemistry is better understood by 
the article itself in the ‘ Encycloj)edie,’ the elaborate 
work of M. Vend of Montpelier, well known for his 
researches concerning mineral springs, and author of 
most of the chemical articles in the original work, 
as M. Morveau was of those in the ‘ Supplement,’ 
and whose mistakes on the subject of magnesia, aris- 
ing from prejudice, have already been mentioned. This 
article begins with lamenting the low condition of 
his favourite science ; “ Elle est peu cultivee parmi nous. 
Cette science n’est tpie tres mediocrement rcpandue, 
meme parmi les savans, malgr»* la ])retention a I’uni- 
versalite des connaissances qui font aujourd’hui le gout 
dominant. Les chimistes forment un peuple distinct, 
tres-peu nombreux, ayant sa iangue, ses mysteres, ses 
loix, et vivent ])resque isoles au milieu d’un grand 
peuple peu curieux de sa connaissance, u’euteudunt 
presque rien de son industrie.” He then goes on to 
show thfvt this “ in ’uriosite, "=oit reelle, soit simulee,” 
is yet extremely unj>hilosopliical, inasmuch as it leads to 
a rash condemnation ; and that those who know any 
subject superficially may possibly be deceiveil in their 
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own judgment upon it, “ the consefiuence of which has 
been,” he adds, “that owing to the prejudices enter- 
tained against the nature and reach of the science, it 
becomes a matter of no small difficulty or slight con- 
troversy to say clearly and precisely what chemistry is. 
Some make no distinction between the chemist and 
the quack who seeks after tlie philosojther’s stone 
(sovjffleur) ; others think any one a chemist who has 
a still for preparing perfumes or colours. Many con- 
sider the compounding of drugs as containing the 
whole of the art. Even men of science know scarcely 
any thing alx)ut the chemists.” — “ What natural phi- 
losopher,” he asks, “ so much iis ever names IJecker or 
SUihl? M'hereas those who, having other scientific 
illustrations, as John IJcrnouilli and lloerhaave, have 
w'ritten chemical works, or rather works on chemical 
subjects, are very differently thought of; so that tlie for- 
mer’s work on ‘ Ferinenbition,’ and the latter’s on ‘ Fire,’ 
are known, cited, and praised, while the far greater 
views of Stallion the same subjects only exist for a few 
chemists.” He then goes on to cite other proofs of the 
low estimate formed of the science, and even the ])re- 
vailing imjiression of chemists lieing mere workmen ; 
and concludes, that “ the revolution which should raise 
chemistry to the rank it merits, and place it on a level 
with natural philosophy, can only be accomplished by 
a great, an enthusiastic, and a bold genius.” While 
waiting for the advent of this new Paracelsus, he says, 
it must lie his task to present chemistry in a light 
which may show it \vorthy the notice of philosopher®, 
and capable of becoming something in their hands. 

If we go back to an earlier [leriod, we shall find 
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that Lord Bacon, although he quite clearly perceived 
that chemistry might one day be advanced to the rank 
of a science (De Dig. et Aug. iii.), yet always treats the 
chemistry of his day as merely empirical (Nov. Org. 
s. Ixiv. Ixxiii.*). But I have preferred taking tlie 
account of chemical science from the ‘ Encyclopedic, ’ 
first, because it gives, if not the opinion or the testi- 
mony of the learned body at large who prepared that 
work, yet certainly an opinion and a testimony which 
had the sanction of its more eminent members ; and, 
secondly, because its date is at the eve of the great 
revolution in natural science of which we are speaking. 

* “ Itaque talis philosophia (in pauconim experinientoruni ar- 
gutiis et obscuritate fundata) illis qui in Inijusniodi experimentis 
quotidie versantur atque ex ipsis pliant asmat is contaminarunt, pro- 
babilLs videtur, et quasi certa ; caeteris incredibilis et vana, cujus 
exemplar notabile est in chemicis eoniiiique doginatibus.” 

It must be added that beside the injustice here done to Van Ilel- 
moiit, he goes on to rank Gilbert in the same empirical class, as he 
elsewhere does — a most incorrect view of Gilbert's induction, the 
most perfect by far of any before Lortl Bacon’s age, and, thougli 
mixed with some hypothetical reasoning, hardly in strictness ex- 
celled by any philosopher of after times. I cannot come so near 
the remarkable sixty-fifth section of the ‘ Novum Organum* without 
digressing so far from my subject as to citf the prophetic warning 
given to some zealots without knowleiige of bur own times against 
the “ apotheosis errorum,” the “ pestis intellectus, si vanis acce<iat 
veneratio.” “ Huie autem vanitati (adds the pious and truly Chris- 
tian sage) nonnulli cx modemls summu levitate ita indulsenint ut in 
primo capitulo Geneseos et in libro Job et aliis scripturae locis phi* 
losophiam naturalem fundari conati sunt ; inter mortua quaerentes 
viva a folly the more to be deprecated, he says, because ‘‘ ex 
divinarum et humaitc^rum ma]c>ana adinistione non solum educitur 
pliilo^'ophia phantastica, sed etiai.* religio ha?.etica.” His practical 
conclusion, therefore is to render imto faith the things alone which 
are faith’s : Admodum salutaro, si mente sobrid, fidci tautum dentur 
quse fidei sunt.” 
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The last passage which has been cited from that 
worK strikingly illustrates the low ebb at which 
chemical science then W'as. — It is certain that after 
the discoveties of Black had opened vast and new 
views of nature, both as regards the operations of 
heat, the most powerful and universal of all agents, 
and as regards the constitution of elastic fluids, the 
most unknown of the four elements, no natural philo- 
sopher would have had the hardihood to doubt if che- 
mistry was an important branch of his science, and 
no chemist would have performed the superfluous task 
of vindicating its claim to the title. 

We have now gone through the whole of this in- 
teresting subject, rather occupied in contemplating the 
foundations of a new science than in tracing the exten- 
sion of the boundaries which confine an old one. The 
xiniversal operation of heat, and the agency which it 
exerts by its absorption and its evolution on the struc- 
ture of all bodies, renders the discovery of its nature 
and action in these respects, next to that of gravitation, 
the most important step which has been made in the 
j)rogres8 of physical science. The new field o]>ened to 
philosophical inquiry by the discovery of tlie gaseous 
bodies is only second to the formei step in the imj)ort- 
ance of its consequences. It is as objects of j)tire 
science, the mere contemplation of scientific truth, 
that we have been considering ‘hese great discoveries ; 
yet they have amply contributed also to the advance- 
ment of the arts. The illustrious improver of the steam 
engine was too young to have joined in the experiments 
on fixed air; but in the course of those by which latent 
heat was discovered, he had a constant and confidential 
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intercourse with Black, one of his earliest patrons ; 
and although it is as certain that he did not owe to that 
philosopher’s suggestions any of the steps by which his 
inventions were compassed, as it is that he had him- 
self no share in Black’s great discovery, it cannot be 
doubted that the knowledge thus acquired of the true 
nature of heat, of steam, of evaporation, and of con- 
densation, contributed most essentially to his mighty 
improvements. As for the gases, it would be difficult 
to name the branch of art which has not in some 
manner and to some extent gained by their discovery. 
So that the great man whose history we are contem- 
plating, had the satisfaction of seeing the triumphs of 
his youth bear fruit in every direction, exalting the 
power and increasing the comforts of mankind as well 
as extending the bounds of their knowledge and enlarg- 
ing the range of their industry. He was but twenty- 
four years old when he made his first discovery, and 
thirty-four when his second was added. He lived to 
nearly fourscore. 

It remains to consider him as a teacher ; and cer- 
tainly nothing could be more admirable than the 
manner in which for forty years he performed this use- 
ful and dignified office. His style of lecturing was as 
nearly perfect as can well be conceived ; for it had all 
the simjdicity which is so entirely suited to scientific 
discourse, while it partook largely of the elegance 
which characterized all he said or did. The publica- 
tion of his lectures has conveyed an accurate idea of the 
purely analytical order in which he deemed it best to 
handle the subject with a view to instruction, consider- 
ing this at. most likely to draw and to fix the learner’s 
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attention, to impress his memory, and to show him 
both the connexion of the theory with the facts, and 
the steps by which the principles were originally ascer- 
tained, The scheme of the lectures may thence be ap- 
prehended — the execution imperfectly ; for the diction 
was evidently, in many instances, extemporaneous, the 
notes before the teacher furnishing him with little 
more than the substance, especially of those portions 
which were connected with experiments. But still 
less can the reader rise from the perusal to any con- 
ception of the manner. Nothing could be more 
suited to the occasion; it was perfect philosophical 
calmness ; there was no effort ; it was an easy and a 
graceful conversation. The voice was low, but per- 
fectly distinct and audible through the whole of a large 
hall crowded in every part with mutely attentive lis- 
teners ; it was never forced at all any more than were the 
motions of the hands, but it was anything rather than 
monotonous. Perfect elegance as well as repose was the 
phrase by which every hearer and spectator naturally, 
and as if by common con.sent, descril)ed the whole de- 
livery. The accidental circumstance of the great 
teacher’s aspect, I hope I may be pardoned for stopping 
to note, while endeavouring to convey the idea of a phi- 
losophic discoverer. His features were singularly grace- 
ful, full of intelligence, but calm as suited his manner 
and his s|)eech. His high lorehead and sharp temples 
were slightly covered, when I knew him, with hair of a 
snow-white hue, and his mouth gave a kindly as well 
as most intelligent expression to his whole features. In 
one department of his lecture he exceeded any 1 have 
ever known, the neatness and unvarying success with 
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which all the manipulations of his experiments were 
performed. His correct eye and steady hand contri- 
buted to the one ; his admirable precautions, foreseeing 
and providing for every emergency, secured the other. 

I have seen him pour boiling water or boiling acid 
from a vessel that had no spout into a tube, holding it 
at such a distance as made the strejnn’s diameter small, 
and so vertical that not a drop was spilt. While he 
poured he would mention this adaptation of the height 
to the diameter as a necessary condition of success. I 
have seen him mix two substances in a receiver into 
which a gas, as chlorine, had been introduced, the effect 
of the combustion being j>erhaps to produce a com- 
pound inflciramable in its nascent state, and the mixture 
being effected by drawing some string or wire working 
through the receiver’s sides in an air-tight socket. The 
long table on which the different processes had been 
carried on was as clean at the end of the lecture as it 
had been before the apparatus was planted upon it. 
Not a drop of liquid, not a grain of dust remained. 

The render who has known the pleasures of science 
will forgive me if at the distance of half a century I 
love to linger over these recollections, and to dwell 
on the delight which 1 well remember thrilled me 
as we heard this illustrious sage detail, after the 
manner I have feebly attempted to pourtray, the steps 
by which he made his discoveries, illustrating them 
with anecdotes sometimes recalled to his mind by 
the passages of the moment, and giving their de- 
monstration by performing before us the many expe- 
riments which had revealed to him first the most 
important secrets of nature. Next to the delight of 
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having actually stood by him when his victory was 
gained, we found the exquisite gratification of hear- 
ing him simply, most gracefully, in the most calm 
spirit of j>hilosophy, with the most perfect modesty, 
recount his difficulties, and how they were overcome ; 
open to us the steps by which he had successfully ad- 
vanced from one part to another of his brilliant course ; 
go over the same ground, as it were, in our presence 
which he had for the first time trod so many long years 
before ; hold up perhaps the very instruments he had 
then used, and act over again the same part before our 
eyes which had laid the deep and broad foundations of 
his imperishable renown. Not a little of this extreme 
interest certainly belonged to the accident that he had 
so long survived the period of his success — that we 
knew there sat in our presence the man now in his old 
age reposing under the laurels won in his early youth. 
But take it altogether, the effect was such as cannot 
well be conceived. I have heard the greatest under- 
standings of the age giving forth their efforts in its 
most eloquent tongues — have heard the commanding 
periods of Pitt’s majestic oratory — the vehemence of 
Fox’s burning declamation — have followed the close- 
compacted chain of Grant’s pure reasoning — been 
carried away by the mingled fancy, epigram, and 
argumentation of Plunket ; but I should without 
hesitation prefer, for mere .uteUectual gratification 
(though aware how much of it is derived from asso- 
ciation), to be once more allowed the privilege which 
I in those days enjoyed of being present while the first 
philosopher of his age was the historian of his own 
discoveries, and be an eye-witness of those experiments 
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by which he had formerly made them, once more per- 
formed with his own hands. 

The qualities which distinguished him as an inquirer 
and as a teacher followed him into all the ordinary affairs 
of life. He was a person whose opinions on every 
subject were marked by calmness and sagacity, wholly 
free from both passion and prejudice, while affectation 
was only known to him from the comedies he might 
have read. His temper in all the circumstances of life 
was unruffled. This was perceived in his lectures when 
he had occasion to mention any narrow prejudice or any 
unworthy proceeding of other philosophers. One ex- 
ception there certainly was, possibly the only one in his 
life ; he seemed to have felt hurt at the objections 
urged by a German chemist Ccalled iNIeyer to his 
doctrine of causticity, which that person explained by 
supposing an acid, called by him acidum pingue, to 
be the cause of alkaline mildness. The unsparing 
severity of the lecture in which Black exposed the ig- 
norance and dogmatism of this foolish reasoner cannot 
well be forgotten by his hearers, who both wondered 
that so ill-matched an antagonist should have succeeded 
where so many crosses had failed in discomposing the 
sage, and observed how well fitted he was, should 
occasion be offered, for a kind of exertion exceedingly 
different from all the efforts that at other times he was 
wont to make. 

The soundness of his judgment on all matters, 
whether of literature or of a more ordinary description, 
was described by Adam Smith, who said, he “had 
less nonsense in his head than any man living.” The 
elegance of his taste, which has l>een observed upon as 
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shown in his lectures, was also seen in the efforts of 
his pencil, which Professor Robison compares to that 
of Woollett. The neatness of his manipulations was 
not confined to his experiments when investigating or 
when lecturing. I have heard one who happened to 
see him at his toilette describe the operations as per- 
formed with exquisite neatness by a number of 
contrivances happily adapted to the saving of trouble 
and avoiding uneasiness. His perfect equanimity has 
been adverted to, and it did not proceed from coldness 
of disposition, for he was affectionately iittached to his 
friends. Having nofarnily of his own, he may be said 
to have fallen into those precise and regular habits 
which sometimes raise in happier individuals a smile, 
I stop not to inquire whether of envy or contemj)t, for 
the single state. It was sometimes said, too, that his 
habits were penurious. That the expenses of one who 
had no love of pleasure and no fancy for ostentation 
to gratify, must have l)een moderate, is certain ; but he 
lived in the style and manner suited to one jiossessing 
an ample income. The ground of the charge was, I 
believe, that he was said to have a scale by him when 
he received the fees of his students. I can answer for 
the truth of this stjitement, lor I well remember the 
small brass instrument ; but I also recollect that ho 
said it became necessary front) the quantity of light 
gold which he msed at first to i eceive unsuspected from 
one class, particularly, of his pupils. There was 
certainly no reason Avhy he should pay a sum of forty or 
fifty pounds yearly out of hib income on this account. 
Both Professor Ferguson and Professor Robison have 
positively denied the charge of avarice, and have given 
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ample testimony even to his generous nature. While 
he lived at Glasgow he lost three-fourths of his fortune 
by the failure of a house in which it was invested ; and 
though he had foreseen the catastrophe for two years, 
he neither attempted to withdraw his funds, nor 
altered in any respect his kind demeanour towards the 
head of the firm, whom he knew. At Edinburgh he 
more than once incurred great risks to help friends in 
business. 

The gradual decay of his strength brought about the 
extinction of life without pain and without any discom- 
posure. Professor Robison told me that he was sure 
nothing could be more agreeable to his illustrious 
friend’s wishes than this end, as nothing was more 
likely to vex and annoy him than the unavoidable ac- 
companiments of a protracted illness and a sick-bed. He 
often indeed expressed a wish that he might be spared 
this suffering, and that wish was fully gratified. It 
seemed, said the Professor, as if he waited calmly until 
the last stroke of his pulse should be given. It is cer- 
tain that he passed from this life so quietly as not to 
spill a cup of milk and water (a customary dinner with 
him) which he at the moment was holding in his hand, 
and which rested on his knee. His attendants saw him 
in this jMjsture, and left the room su])posing him still 
alive. On returning soon after they saw him exactly 
sitting as before, and found that he had expired. 
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The intimacy of Mr. Watt with Dr. Black from his 
earliest years has been already mentioned. When the 
latter was a Professor at the University of Gla.sgow, 
Watt, then a young man, was employed as mathe- 
matical instrument maker to the Natural Philosophy 
class, and was in daily communication with the Pro- 
fessor while his experiments on heat, evaporation, and 
condensation were carried on. I well remember him 
afterwards, in his lectures at Kdinhurgh, mentioning 
that his young coadjutor employed himself at the same 
time in researches upon the nature of steam ; and it is 
certain that his subsequent inventions were greatly 
aided by the discoveries of IBack respecting heat. To 
the inquiries out of which these inventions arose, he 
appears to have been led by the accident of having a 
model of an engine to repair for the Professor of 
Natural Philosojihy But, before examining the 
foundations upon which his great and well-<;arned fame 
rests, it is tit that we should first consider the state in 
which he found the engine, which he almost created 
anew. This is following the same course which has 
been pursued with re.speet to the discoveries of Dr. 
Black. 

The power of steam is far too generally perceived in 
the ordinary affairs of life to have wholly escaped the 
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observations of men at any period. The ancients 
accordingly were so far acquainted with it as to have 
constructed an instrument, the eeolipile, coin))osed of a 
metallic ball, which, having some water in its bottom, 
was placed in the fire, and the steam, issuing through a 
small orifice or tube with great force, could, they con- 
ceived, blow a fire or even turn the vanes of a mill. Xo 
use, liowev er, seems ever to have l)een made of this philo- 
sophical toy ; nor does any attention appear to have been 
paid to steam, as an agent, until 1615, when Salomon de 
Cans, a French engineer, published a work on " Moving 
Forces,’ in which he describes a method of raising water 
by j)artially heating it, that is, converting a portion of it 
into steam, and, by its expansive force, driving the rest of 
the fluid through the tube connected with the reser-* 
voir or chamber.* In 1663 the Marquis of Worcester 
(known in our political history as Earl of Glamorgan, 
and as having been employed by Charles I. in 1616 to 
negotiate with the Irish Catholics) published his 
‘ (Century of the Names and Scantlings of Inventions,’ 
of which Mr. Ilume, in his ^ History’ (vol. vii., note o), 
•has been pleased to say that it is “ a ridiculous com^ 
pound of lies, chimeras, and impossibilities, showing 
what might be expected from such a man.” The better 


* M. Arago is not rntitlwl to (?onip]ain of English writers for 
having “ aimed at expunging every French name from tliis important 
chapter in the history of science.” lie says they at once gave up 
Lord Worcester’s claims on discovering that Salomon de Cans had 
preceded him. Now both Mr. Farcy and IMr. Stuart have done 
ample justice to Caus in their works on the steam engine. As for 
Lord Worcester, Mr. Stuart (whose hist» ry is far from accurate on 
this point) has both attacked and defended his claims in his several 
works. 
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opinion seems to be, that the historian had never read 
the book he thus describes ; but being anxious to 
relieve Charles I. from the blame of his Ambassador’s 
negotiation, which proved the source of much outcry 
against the King, he stfites the low opinion which the 
latter entertained of Worcester’s judgment as a proof 
that lie never would authorise him to act in so delicate a 
matter as religious concessions without the privity of the 
JLord-JLieutenant, and he is very ready to strengthen 
this view by showing that the opinion was well founded, 
IBe this, however, as it may, the ignorance and error 
is all on Hume’s side, for the work is highly creditiible 
to its author’s learning and ingenuity, and it un- 
doubtedly contains a proof that he had made one ste[) 
in advance of Caus towards the use of steam-power. 
His Sixty-eighth Invention is entitled “ an admirable 
and most forcible way to drive up water by tire.” He 
describes his having made a “ constant founbiin stream 
of water, raised in the proportion of forty times the 
(juantity of that which he converted into steam and 
he states that the height to which he raised it was forty 
feet, clearly showing that it was not on the princijde* 
of the sucking-pump, which ,.'an only raise water 
thirty-three feet. He expressly says that, while the 
atmospheric pressure by which the sucking-pumj» acts 
is limited in its o[>eration, l’. force of steam which he 
employed “ hath no other bouiuJary than the strength 
of the vessel which contains it.” Finally, he seems 
to have used a cannon iis his boiler, which indicates his 
having tried the ex | crimen t on a large scale. The 
great doubt expressed by M. Arago whether or not 
Lord Worcester ever executed the design more or less 
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dearly described in his book appears to me to have no 
foundation. The inference arising from the descrip- 
tion seems to remove that doubt ; but we have external 
evidence more precise and satisfactory still.* The 
travels in England of the (Irand Duke of I’uscany, 
Cosmo de’ Medicis, were Avritten by his Secretary, 
Magalotti, a man of some scientific eminence ; and a 
translation into English was published in 1821. The 
visit to London took place in the yeiir 1 66U ; and it 
apjtears that the Grand Duke “went to see, at Vaux- 
hall, an engine or hydraulic machine invented by the 
Manpiis of Worcester,” and the account which he 
gives of it tallies with Lord Worcester’s description of 
his “ stupendous water-commanding engine.” 

The account of Lord Worcester is far from being 
clear and distinct, and nothing appears to have resulted 
from his suggestions. In 1690, Papin, an eminent and 
able French engineer, settled in London, and author 
of thfj digester which goes under his name, pub- 
lished a work in which he showed that he had made 
two most important steps in the use of steam. Cans 
and Worcester had applied the force directly to the 
body Avhich it was intended to move ; and it wsis 
evident that, while that was a condition of its use, 
very limited bounds must confine the operation. 
But Papin, observing the use of the piston in a conj- 
mon sucking-pump, applied this to the steam machine, 
making it work in the cylinder, and be the medium of 


* See also tlio Mairhioiie^s of Worce . er’s corres] ondonce with 
her Confessor, communicated hy the Beaufort family to Mr. Par- 
tington for his edition of the ‘ Centur^\* 


2 A 2 



356 


WATT. 


communicating motion to other apparatus. Next, he 
applied steam directly as the agent, to raise the piston ; 
and making a vacudm hy the condensation of' the 
steam, he thus caused the atmosphere to press down 
the piston. Guericke, the inventor of the air-pump, 
had half a century earlier used the vacuum, made 
by his machine in the same manner, as a mechanical 
power, by the helj) of a piston and rod ;* and he 
invented the valve, without which the vacuum could 
not be produced. The application of the same 
principle and of the same contrivance to steam was 
Papin’s ; and its importjince, and his merit, are not 
diminished by considering the source from which he 
borrowed it.f Indeed the action of the air in the 
sucking-pump is another form of the same experiment. 
It must be added that to Papin also we owe the im- 
portant invention of the safety-valve, although he did 
not apply it to the steam engine. He introduced it as 
a part of his digester, but suggesting that it was aj)])li- 
cable to the steam engine. 

It is, however, certain that the most rude and cum- 
brous part of the former invention was continued by 
Papin. The fire was applied to the water, and when it 
had tilled the cylinder with steam, the condensation 
was only effected by withdrawing or extinguishing the 
fire. 8avery about the year itiDK made considerable 

♦ See the distinct figure in his plate xiv., p. 109, of ‘ Kxperi- 
menta nova Magdebm gica de Vacuo Spatio.’ Amstclodarni, 1672. 

f Acta Eniditoruiii, 16 b> 5 , The paper has an excellent and 
clear figure. Nothing can be more groundless than Mr. Stuart’s 
statement that Baptista Porta had anticipated Papin in this impor- 
tant step. The passage refers only to the rise of water in a vacuum. 
See ‘ I tre Libri dei Spiritali,’ 1606. 
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improvements on the apparatus ; and though he did not 
use the vacuum as Papin had done, but only as it is 
used in the sucking-pump, he yet produced it by apply- 
ing cold water to the outside of the cylinder. The 
machines made by him were so manageable that they 
were brought into use for raising water in many 
country houses. D’Alesme exhibited a machine before 
1705 (as appears by the ‘ Histoire de I’Academie des 
Sciences’ for that year, p. 137), in which water was made 
to spout to a great height l)y the force of steam alone. 

It is extremely doubtful if Pajun ever erected any 
steam engine, either upon his own or upon any other 
principle. It is certain that he did not adhere to the 
two great propositions which he had brought forward, 
the operating l>y a piston, and the operating by the 
j)ressure of the atmosphere ; he recurred to the old 
plan of making the steam act directly ujion the weight 
to be raised. In 1711 Newcomen, an iron-master of 
Dartmouth, and Calley, or Cawley, a glazier of the 
same town, constructed an engine upon Papin's principle 
of a piston and a condensing process, using, however, 
Savery’s mode of creating a vacuum by cold affusion, 
for which they were led by an accident to substitute 
the method of throwing a jet or stream of cold water 
■ into the cylinder. This important improvement saved, 
in a considerable degree, the waste of heitt occasioned 
by Savery’s method of condensing. Their engine 
could l)e applied with advantage to raise water from 
mines, which Savery’s was wholly incapable of effect- 
ing, its power being limited to that of the sneking- 
])ump. Newcomen’s engine, as it is generally called, 
made no use at all of the direct force of steam ; if, 
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worked entirely by nietans of the vacuum ; and hence it 
is sometimes and justly termed the atmospheric engine, 
as its moving force is the pressure of the atmosphere. 
Desaguliers, who has given the best description 
of Newcomen and Cawley’s engine, about the year 
1717 or 1718 made several of those engines, in which 
he executed Papin’s suggestion of using the safety- 
valve. In the same year Beighton ))erfected the me- 
chanism whereby the engine itself shut and opened the 
valves, by which the supply of steam to the cylinder 
and of water to the boiler is regulated ; and Sineaton 
subsequently made some other mechanical improve- 
ments. With the.se exceptions the steam engine con- 
tinued exactly in the same state from the time of New- 
comen to that of Watt, above half a century later. 

We have thus seen how very slowly this grciat 
invention was brought to the state in which INIr. Watt 
found it, and how considerable a number of persons con- 
tributed each a small share to its j)rogres8. Let us enu- 
merate these 8tej)s : they are at hiastsix in number. IS. 
de Cans made steam act to raise water; Worcester per- 
formed this operation in a more regular and mechanical 
manner; Papin used the condensation of steam, and 
through that the atmospheric j)ressure, as well as the 
direct expansive force, and he worked the engine by a 
piston ; Savery condenstid l)y refrigeration instead of the 
mere absence of tire, but did not use the atmo8j»here ; 
Newcomen used the jet for condensing and the atmo- 
sphere for pressure, but did not use the direct force of 
steam ; Desaguliers introduced the safety-valve ; Beigh- 
ton and Smeaton improved the mechanism ; D’Alesme 
needs not bo mentioned, as we are not informed what 
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plan he executed, but he certainly made no step himself. 
If the direct force of steam, as well as atmospheric 
pressure, had been both employed, with the jet of cold 
water, the safety-valve, and the contrivance for regu- 
lating the supply-valves, a far better engine than any 
ever known before the time of Watt would have been 
produced, and yet nothing whatever would have Ijeim 
added to the former inventions ; they would only have 
been combined together. The result of the whole is, 
that one of the greatest theoretical steps was made by 
Papin, who was, during a long period, little commemo- 
rated; and that Saveryand Newcomen, who have been by 
many called the inventors, were the first of all the inge- 
nious and useful persons whose successive improvements 
wo have now recorded, to apply the steam-engine to 
practical purposes. France has thus produced the man 
who, next to ^^'^att, must be regarded as the author of 
the steam-engine : of all Watt’.s predecessors, Papin 
stands incontestably at the head ; but it is almost cer- 
tain that he never actually constructed an engine. 
Though the engine of Savory was of considerable use 
in pumping to a small height, iind indeed has not 
entirely gone out of use even in our own times, and 
though Newcomen’s was still more extensively useful 
from being applicable to mines, not only had no 
means ever been found of using the steam power for 
any other purpose than drawing up water, but even in 
that operation it was exceedingly imj*erfect and very 
expensive, insomuch that a water power was often 
preferred to it, and even a horse power in many cases 
afforded eijual advantages. The great consumption of 
fuel which it required was its cardinal defect ; the 



360 


WATT. 


other imperfection was its loss of all direct benefit from 
the expansive force of the steam itself. That element 
was only used in creating a vacuum, and an air-pump 
might have done as much had it been worked by water 
or by horses. It was, in the strictest sense of the 
word, an air and not a steam engine. 

When Mr. Watt was directed to repair the working 
model for the Professor at Glasgow, he of course exa- 
mined it attentively. He Avas at that time, 1703, in 
his twenty-eighth year, having l)een 1)orn in 1736 at 
Greenock, Avhere his lather w'as a. magistrate, and had 
learnt the business of a mathematical instrument 
maker. He had been prevented l)y delicate health 
from benefiting much l)y school instruction ; but he had 
by himself studied both geometry and mechanics, hav- 
ing from his childhood shown a marked taste for those 
jmrsuits, in which his grandfather and uncle, teachers 
of the mathematics, had been engaged. It is related 
of him that a friend of his father’s one day found the 
child stretched on the floor drawing with chalk nume- 
rous lines that intersected each other. He advised the 
sending the young idler, as he supposed him, to school, 
but the father .said, “ Perhaps you are misfciken ; exa- 
mine first what he is about.” They found he was try- 
ing, at six years old, to solve a problem in geometry. 
So hi.s natural turn for mechanics was not long in 
showing itself; and his father indulging it by putting 
tools in his hands, he soon constructed a small elec- 
trical machine, i«.side making many childish toys. 

He occasionally visited his mother’s relations at 
Glasgow, but never attended any lectures there, or 
elsewhere. The ardour of his active mind was su- 
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perior to all the restraints which the weakness of 
his bodily frame could impose. He devoured every 
kind of learning. Not content with chemistry 
and natural philosophy, he studied anatomy, and was 
one day found carrying home for dissection the 
head of a child that had died of some hidden dis- 
order. His conversation, too, was so rich, so animated, 
that we find, from the relation of ]Mrs. Campbell, a 
female cousin of his, the complaints made by a lady with 
whom he resided. She spoke of the sleepless nights 
which he made her pass by engaging her in some discus- 
sion or some detail of facts, or some description of phe- 
nomena, till the night was far advanced towards morn- 
ing, and she found it impossible to tear herself away 
from his talk, or to sleep alter he had thus e.xcited her. 

In 1755 he placed himself with JMr. jNIorgan, 
mathematical and nautical instrument maker, of 
Cornhill, and resided with him somewhat less than a 
year, during which he was chiefly emjdoyed in the 
]>re])aration and adjustment of se.xtants, compasses, 
and other nautical instruments. But the same fee- 
ble health which had interrupted his studies at 
Glasgow again oppressed him ; he was obliged to 
leave London, and return to Glasgow. On his 
arrival there he had the inteniion of setting up as 
an instrument maker, but the Glasgow Body of Arts 
and Trades, one of the sub-corporations in the muni- 
cipal corporation of that city, opposed him as not free 
ot their craft or guild, and therefore not entitled to 
exercise his calling within the limits of the charter. 
Attempts were made Lo obtain their leave for a very 
small workshop, on the humblest scale, but this was 
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peremptorily refused. The University therefore came 
to his assistance, granted him a room in their 
own building, and gave him the appointment of their 
mathematical instrument maker. There remain small 
instruments then mfide by liim in this workshop, and 
executed entirely with his own hands ; they are of 
exquisite workmanship. The earliest of his steam- 
engine drawings are likewise preserved, and those 
competent judges who have examined them, particularly 
M. Arago, describe them as “ truly remarkable for the 
neatness, the strength, and the accuracy of their 
outline.” His manual dexterity and skill, therelbre, 
is clear, and he had good cause to plume himself as 
he always did upon it, estimating the same quality in 
others at its just value. 

In the course of a very few years, beside renewing his 
intimacy with JMr. Robison, afterwards Professor there 
and at Edinburgh, he became intimately acquainted with 
the most eminent of the Glasgow Professors, Adam 
Smith, Robert Simson, Robert Dick, and above all. Dr. 
Dlack. Of these all but Mr. Dick have left the deep im- 
press of their great names upon the scientific history of 
their age; and he v;as always descril)ed by both Mr. 
Watt and Professor Robison as a person of most admira- 
ble capjicity and great attainments, tr(*ating natural 
philosophy, too, with singuktr ability and success, 
nor prevented from aetjuiring a more extensive and 
lasting reputation by anything save his premature 
death. 

While thus occupied and thus befriended by men of 
great names, his own reputation increased daily as a 
successful cultivator of natural science. His work- 
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shop became the resort of all zealous students and 
enlightened inquirers into physical science, and was 
particularly resorted to by the pupils of the University. 
Professor Robison tells us that though regarding 
himself as a proficient in the mixed mathematics and in 
experimental jdiilosophy, he was somewhat mortified 
at finding Watt so greatly his superior in the same 
favourite departments of study. In truth, it was the 
ordinary practice to consult him as the oracle upon any 
difficulty coming in the way of either students or in- 
quirers. His fixed resolution to be deterred by 
no difficulties was constantly ap]>arent, and one 
example is given l)y the Professor. The solution of a 
problem which occupied Watt and his friends, seemed 
to require the perusal of Leopold’s Theatre of Machines, 
and as it was written in German, he at once learnt that 
language in order to consult the book. Another 
instance of his indomitable perseverance against great 
difficulties apparently irremovable, though not insuper- 
able, may be added. He had no ear at all for music: 
not only was he through life wholly insensible to its 
charms, but he could never distinguish one note from 
another ; yet he undertook the construetion of an organ ; 
and the instrument which he made not only had every 
mechanical merit from the most ingenious contrivances 
for conducting and regulating the blasts and the move- 
ments of the machine, but produced the most admirable 
hai'monic results, so as to delight the best performers. 
He overcame the dilfumlties ■'.vliich lay in his way, 
partly by the phenomenon of ihe beats of imperfect 
consonances, a theory Uien little understood, and only 
contained in a work at once very profound and very 
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obscure, Smith’s ‘ Harmonics.* This treatise, of which 
only the first and less perfect edition was then pub- 
lished, must have been read and understood by the 
young engineer. While employed by Dr. Roebuck at 
his Works, he made a guibir for his daughter, after- 
wards Mrs. Stuart, which she still possesses, and 
relates the sum given for it to have been five guineas. 

It only remains to add that all the reading and all 
the speculations of Watt were strictly confined to hours 
which did not interfere with his j)rofession or his trade of 
an instrument maker. The whole of the day was devoted 
to his business, only subject to the interruption of the 
discussions raised l»y those who frequented his workshop 
in search of assistance and information. It was late 
in the evening, or rather in the night, that he j)rose- 
cuted with zeal and close attention his philosophical 
studies; for his princijde through life was steadily kej»t 
in view, and uniformly acted on, never to let anything 
whatever intiwfere with businiiss, the transaction of 
which he regarded as a j)riinary duty to be performed, 
and entitled, as such, to take precedence of all other 
pursuits. 

There chanced to be among the apparatus of the 
Natural Philosophy class a model of Newcomen's 
steam-engine, which, from sonic defect in the construc- 
tion, never could be got to work well ; and Mr. Watt 
was desired to examine and rej»ort to the Professor, 
Mr. Anderson, succes.sor of Dr. Dick, and better known 
afterwards as having iounded by his will the class in 
which Dr. Dirkbeck biuglit the working men, and 
thus gave rise to Mechanics’ Institutes. The construc- 
tion of this working model was found to be exceedingly 
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imperfect, but Mr. Watt soon remedied all its defects. 
As far .as the kind of engine could answer its purpose, 
the apparatus was found to perform its functions satis- 
factorily, being annually exhibited to the class with 
great success. He had, however, been taught l)y his 
examination of the model what were the defects of the 
machine itself, and which no care in repairing or ad- 
justing that model could remove. He found first of 
all that the boiler was much too small in proportion to 
the column of water which the steam had to rai.se, and 
yet it was larger than the boiler used in practice. The 
cylinder was on the scale of two inches diameter, the 
height being half a foot. The vacuum being imper- 
fect from the size of the boiler, he diminished the 
length of the j)iston rod. He found that the brass of 
which the cylinder was made carried oil’ a great deal 
of heat, .and that too large a surface was exposed to the 
steam. These observations set him upon making a 
variety of experiments \ipon steam , and upon the mode 
of applying it both directly and to produce a vacuum. 
He had, in the year 1759, while a fellow-student with 
Mr. Robison, received from that gentleman a sugges- 
tion of the application of steam to wheel-carriages, as he 
tells us in 1803, long before steam travelling was dreamt 
of* They had together made experiments on Papin’s 
digester, in order to ascertain the expansive force of 
steam ; but these specuhations had for several years 


* Mr. Mar'lock, jn I'iS i, made a M.^rking iiiudd of a steam- 
carnage, which moved abou* the room. It was constiTicted upon 
the principle set forth in Mr. Watt’s specification of 1769, Art. iv., 
and this is the very method used at the present day. 
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been given up. In 1760 and the two following years 
Watt had been in familiar intercourse with Professor 
Black, had witnessed his experiments on heat, and 
had learnt from him the true cause of evaporation and 
condensation. When, therefore, he Iwgan to exj»eri- 
ment upon the mechanical application of steam, its 
expansion, and its condensation, he enjoyed that ines- 
timable advantage of thoroughly knowing the princi- 
ples on which its changes and its action depended. His 
own experiments now put him in possession of the 
causes which determine the ra])idity of evaporiition, 
the pro|>ortion which it bears to the surface exposed to 
the fire, the effects of jtressure upon the l)oiling-point, 
and the quantity of fuel required to convert a given 
quantity of water into steam — circumstances which 
had hitherto been only vaguely and generally examined, 
but which he now reduced to mathematical precision. 

The first discovery which he made upon the atmo- 
spheric engine and its waste of fuel, was that the in- 
jection of cold water which condenses the stejiin also 
cools the cylinder to a degree whkih refjuires a great 
expenditure of fuel again to give it the necessary heat 
for keeping the steam «*.xpanded to fill it. He found 
that three-fourths of the fuel einploy«*d were thu.s con- 
sumed ; in other words, that the cylinder could he 
kept at the temperature which it has before the jet is 
thrown in, one-fourth of the fuel would suffice for the 
operation. 

The next delect ol' ihe jtrocess was scarcely less im- 
portant. The water injected, coming in conbict with 
the .steam, was itself heated the evolution of the 
latent heat, which Black’s discovery showed Watt 
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necessarily took place on its condensation, had the 
effect, together with the absorption of the steam’s 
sensible heat, of converting a portion of the injected 
water itself into steam. Hence the vacuum was very 
far from perfect ; and the resistance which the piston 
thus met with in its descent was found to be equal to 
one-fourth part of the atmospheric pressure, that is to 
say, the working power of the machine was diminished 
one-fourth. 

From the distinct view thus obtained of the evil 
arose the suggestion of the remedy. The whole mis- 
chief proceeded from the condensation being perfonned 
in the cylinder, where the steam was thrown and the 
})iston worked. It occurred to Watt, that if the con- 
densation could be performed in a separate vessel, com- 
municating with the cylinder, the latter could l^e kept 
hot while the former was cooled, and the vapour aris- 
ing from the injected water could also be prevented 
from impairing the vacuum. The communication 
could easily be effected by a tube, and the water could 
be pumped out. This is the first and the grand inven- 
tion by which he at once saved three-fourtlis of the fuel, 
and increased the power one-fourth, thus making every 
pound of coal consumed produce five times the force 
formerly obtained from it. But this was not all. He 
found it expedient to remove the air from the upper 
part of the cylinder, as it tended to diminish the heat. 
In effecting this he was, secondly , led to open a com- 
munication with the boi'cr, and ii/roduce steam above 
the piston wnile it descended, thus making the upper 
chamber of the cylinder air-tight. The steam thus 
acted in aiding the descent of the piston, instead 
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of that descent being accomplished merely by the 
atmospheric pressure. Thirdly — the counterpoise at 

the pump-rod was done away, as a mere loss 
of power, and the piston was now forced up- 
wards by the steam entering to fill the cylinder. 
These two great additional improvements only re<juired 
a communi(!ation to be opened by tubes with the con- 
denser as well as the boiler, and they gave to the 
machinery its right to Im; calltnl a steam-engine ; for it 
now worked more by steam thfin by air. 'J'he upper 
chamber was kej)t air-tight by making the j)istou-rod 
work in a socket of tow saturated with grease, called 
the stufling-bo.x, which also diminished greatly the 
friction of the rod. 

If Mr. Watt’s invention had gone no further than 
this, we may jH'rceive that it not only increased the 
power of the fuel fivefold directly, but obtained from 
the steam as much additional force as could Im; derived, 
the limit being only the strength of the materials, 
within which limit the safety-valve of Papin always 
enabled the engineer to keep his power. But the three 
particulars which have been described were not the 
whole of this great engineer’s improvements upon the 
mechanism of his predece.s.sors. Tlic smooth working 
of the engine, especially if it be applied to other and 
finer operations than those of the miner, depends 
essentially on the accurate position of the piston rod, 
with whatever velocity moving, and against whatever 
W'eight contending. Its motion must be steadily 
maintained in the same vertical straight line, or 
in the same horizontal line, or in the same 
straight line whatever be its direction, without 
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shaking or inclining so as to press at all against the 
sides of the cylinder — any such lateral pressure occa- 
sioning a loss of time, a jolting motion, a general de- 
rangejnent of the machinery. The motion of the rod 
and the ]>iston must be perfectly equable, continuous, 
and smooth : it must work, as the engineers sometimes 
say, sweetly, at every instant, in order that the engine 
may well perform its functions. The contrivance for 
producing this motion of the rod so that it shall 
be always in one line, parallel to some suppo.«ed line 
whether vertical, as in a mine, or horizontal, or in any 
other direction, is thence called the “ Parallel Mutiun," 
and it is one of Mr. Watt’s most exquisite discoveries, 
and one to which scientific principle has the most con- 
duced. If a circle or other curve has its curvature gra- 
dually changed, until from being concave to its axis it 
becomes convex, it will pass through every ])ossible 
position or variation (whence the great refinement 
uj)on fluxions, the calculus of variations, probably 
derived its name, if not its origin), and at one point 
it will be a straight line, or will coincide with a 
straight line. So if a curve have two branches, one 
concave to the axis, the other convex, as a cubic para- 
bola for example, the point at which its concavity ends 
and its convexity begins, is called for that reason a 
point of contrary flexure. The contrivance of the 
parallel motion consists in making the contrary circu- 
lar motions of arms whiclt bear on the rod always keep 
to the point of contrary Kexure anc thus give a recti- 
linear motion to the rod. the tendencies to disturb it 
correcting each other. It was long ago shown by Sir 
Isaac Newton, in the * Principia,’ that if a circle moves 
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upon another of twice its diameter, each point describes 
a straight line. This is precisely the principle of the 
parallel motion. Three beams are made to revolve 
round different centres, two of these being moveable in 
the arm of the engine, and one fixed without it. These 
three are connected together and with the piston-rods 
of the cylinder and the pumps, which their revolu- 
tions cause to describe accurately straight lines. 

A jijth invention is the Float, which, placed on the 
surface of the water in the boiler, descends until the 
water is so low as to re<piire a supply ; it then opens a 
valve which lets in the «|uantity wanted ; for, as soon as 
it rises to a certain height, the valve is shut by the float. 

The most refined contrivance of the whole may now 
be mentioned, in the nixth and last place, the adaptation 
of the Governor, previously used in wind and water 
mills. It is evident that the velocity of the working 
may be increased beyond what is required or con- 
venient without the safety-valve giving any indi- 
cation of the excess, and also that the warning 
given l)y this valve does little more than jjoint out the 
risk without providing the remedy or ]>reventive. 
The governor is a far more subtle invention. Two 
balls are fixed to the end of arms which are connected 
with the engine by a nv '. .able socket; this can play 
up and down a vertical rod revolving by a Imnd on the 
axis or spindle of the fly-whe*:l, and it revolves, there- 
fore, with the velocity of that spindle. I'he arms are 
f)erfectly inoveabb on their amtres, which are fixed in 
the socket and on opposite sides of it. Their centrifu- 
gal force, therefore, makes them diverge, more or less, 
in proportion as the rotatory motion of the spindle and 
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consequently the velocity of the engine increases ; 
their divergence pushes the collar up the spindle, its 
axis, and as it rises, it closes, l>y means of cranks, a 
valve called tlie “ throttle-valve,” in the pij>e which 
conveys the steam from the boiler to the cylinder, and 
this lessens the supply of steam : the motion of the 
engine is thus reduced, the centrifugal force is abated, 
the balls approach the spindle again, the collar de- 
scends, the throttle-valve is gnidually opened, and the 
supply ol‘ steam again slowly increased, but never l)e- 
yond the ijuantity re<{uire<l, because as soon as that is 
exceeded, the increase of centrifugal force causes 
the balls to diverge, the collars to rise, and the valve 
to close. I'hus the engine itself provides for its con- 
tinuing in the shite of jierfect adjustment required. As 
long as its motion continues uniform, the bulls revolve 
at the mean distance from their axis without either 
receding or apjiroaching, and the supply of steam con- 
tinues the same. As soon as the motion becomes ex- 
cessive, they diverge, and the supply of steiun is dimi- 
nished ; as soon as the motion becomes defective, they 
converge, and the supply of steam is increased. Hut 
further, the balls themselves, by their increiised motion, 
absorb jiart of the force, indej^endent of their action on 
the throttle-valve, and so conlrilmte to the adjustment. 

The sagacious inventor soon satislied himself that 
he had almost created a new engine of incalcuhible 
power, univei^al application, and inestimable value. 
But he had not the furds either to try hit invention 
upon an adequate scale S" as to bring it into use, or to 
secure his property in it by obtaining a patent. After 
some repulses, he happily met with Dr. Roebuck, a 
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man of profound scientific knowledge, and of daring 
spirit as a speculator. He had just founded the 
Carron Iron Works, not far from Glasgow, and was 
lessee, under the Hamilton family, of the Kinneil 
Coal Works. He was the grandfather of the present 
Member for Bath, who, descended from him on the 
one side, and from the Tickells* on the other, may be 
said to unite in himself rare claims to hereditary dis- 
tinction ; but who is probably destined to exalt the 
name of his family still higher by his own virtues. 
Dr. Roebuck, like too many ingenious men, founded 
these C’arro?! and Kinneil Works for the benefit of 
others ; and though he agreed to Mr. Wiatt’s terms 
of receiving two thirds of the profit, he was obliged by 
pecuniary embarrsissments to retire from the partner- 
ship after a patent had l>een obtained in 1769, and an 
engine of an eighteen-inch cylinder had been erected 
at Kinneil. The success of this amply proved the 
solidity of the invention, but the inventor was obliged, 
for some years, to abandon the pursuit, and to labour 
in his profession of what is now termed a civil engineer ; 
but the extensive operations of which Scotland soon 
became the scene, gave a much more ample scope 
to his talents. He was actively engaged in the 
surveys, and afterwards in the works, for connecting 
by a canal the Monkland coal-mines with Glasgow. 
He was afterwards employe<i in preparing the canal 
since completed by Mr. Rennie, across the Isthmus of 


• His maternal grandfether was the author of ‘ Anticipation,’ 
and grandson of Addison’s friend, the poet. 
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Cfinan ; in the difficult and laborious investigations 
for the improvement of the harbours of Ayr, Greenock, 
and Glasgow; in improving the navigation of the 
Forth and the Clyde ; in the Campbelton Canal, and 
in the surveys and plans preliminary to the Grand 
Caledonian Canal ; beside several bridges of great 
importance, as those of Hamilton and Rutherglen. At 
Dr. Roebuck’s Mr. Watt had early received much 
kindness, and many valuable lessons in chemical 
science. He was here, too, introduced to Dr. Black. 

The various works which have been mentioned occu- 
pied his wholetime from the disappointment experienced 
in 1769 respecting the steam engine, of which during 
that long interval he never despaired, to the year 1774, 
when he acceded to the proposal of Mr. Boulton, of 
Soho, near Birmingham, that he shoul be hiken in Dr. 
Roebuck’s |)lace as partner in the patent, and in 1775 
he settled there in this new business. An extension of 
the patent for twenty-tive years from this time was 
obtained from Parliament, in consequence of the 
national importance which all men saw belonged to 
the invention ; and the partners constructed many 
engines upon the terms of receiving one third of the 
fuel saved by the improvements. It is a convenient 
mode of illustrating the effect of the invention in 
saving fuel, to observe what were the gains of the 
partners under this stipulation. On one mine, that 
of Chasewater, in Cornwall, the proprietors com- 
pounded for 2400/. a year, instead of paying the third 
of the fuel saved. That saving then must very con- 
siderably have exceeded 7200/. a year. But there 
seemed some difficulty in carrying bargains of this kind 
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into effect ; and the genius of Watt, fertile in resources, 
immediately invented a small clock, called the counter, 
to be moved by the engine, and which accurately re- 
corded every stroke it made. Payment being in propor- 
tion to the number of strokes, the clock was enclosed 
in a box under a double lock, and thus the working 
could be easily and securely ascertained.* 

The first consequence of this grand invention, and 
the gi’eat saving of fuel it occasioned, was the renewed 
working of mines which had become unprofitable 
under the old plan. The next was the opening mines 
which Newcomen's engine could not drain at all. 
The steam-power, too, was no longer confined to 
draining mines. Various contrivances, for wliich 
Watt took out no less than four j)atent8 between 
1781 and 1785, enabled him to communicate a rota- 
tory motion from the piston, so that the engine could 
now work any machinery whatever ; could spin cotton, 
cut iron and brass, stamp cloth, grind corn, jirint 
books, coin money, in short, could jMjrform on any 
scale any kind of work in which human labour was 
either inefficient or expensive; and while it was seen 
in one place pouring out rivers from the bowels of the 
earth with the arms of a giant, or cleaving rocks of 
granite formation, or clipping liuge bars of stubborn 
iron into ribands, it wa.s elsewhere to be found 


* Such an engine could not he made and uwmI secretly, and thus 
piracy was prevented. It is far otherwise witli .small picct's of 
mechanism, and .still more difficult would be the protection of 
patent rights in mere methods, though to these the protection of the 
law should be extended. 
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weaving or spinning like a quiet and industrious fe- 
male, or turning a small lathe, or forming the fine 
wheels of a watch, or drawing out a thread too fine 
for sight ; when the machine, instead of sawing the 
air aloft, and making the ground tremble around it, 
was placed quietly on a table like a candlestick or an 
inkstand. The latest use of the power, and the most 
important, is steam travelling by land and water. 
Watt himself early perceived this application of his 
engine ; and in 1785 he took out a patent for moving 
carriages by steam, but he does not apjiear to have 
prfictically used his method. The attempts had been 
numerous, and from very early times, to propel vessels 
by steam. There seems reason to think that the 
paddle-wheel, the only addition to the steam-engine 
required for navigation, was known in ancient Egypt : 
it certainly was known to the Romans. In the middle 
of the sixteenth century a Spanish engineer exhibited 
a steam-vessel to Charles V. The Manpiis of AVor- 
cester apj)ears to have turned his attention to the 
subject from some parts of the work already cited, and 
so superciliously condemned by Hume ; and Jonathan 
Hulls, in 1736, took out a patent for a kind of steam- 
tug. Various similar attempts were afterwards made, 
but with no success, and it was not until the steiim- 
engine had been improved and had become generally 
used for all other purposes that it was applied to those 
of locomotion. 

It is truly painful to reflect, that among the rewards 
which this great public benefactor was destined to 
reap for his invaluable servues, was the lot of having 
to pass many years of his life in the unenviable situa- 
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tion of a party to suits at law and in equity, so numerous 
as might well have worn out the patience of any one but 
him, whose unwearied perseverance had already toiled 
successfully against unnumbered difficulties of another 
kind. Such was, at that time, the patent law of this 
country ; such, in some degree, it still is, though much 
improved. Inventive genius is placed between two 
dangers, and it can hardly escape the one without 
falling into the other. — If the invention is such that 
it requires some new demand to be created, or some 
novel taste to be introduced, before it can be much 
used,’ the period of the monopoly expires, before any 
gjiin can be reaped. This is the more likely to 
happen if it comes in competition with things already 
made, and of which, at some expense, a considerable 
stock has been prepared, because a formidable interest 
is combined against the use of that new method which 
must displace the old, and render valueless this col- 
lected stock. I remember sitting on the trial of a 
patent for a new and admirable pianoforte ; tlie only 
witness to its e.xcellence being a sculptor of distinction 
who had once made such instruments, but had no 
longer any interest in crying down the invention : 
none of the trade could be trusted to give their opinion 
upon oath ; all were, of course, in a combination 
against that improvement, which, if adopted, would 
render unsaleable their pianofortes already made. — If, 
on the other hand, the superiority of the invention is 
quite manifest, if the demand for it already exists, if no 
combination can prevent its coming into general u.se — 
for example, the making a new instrument for perform- 
ing a known and necessary operation, or a new substitnce 
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for supplying a general want already existing — then 
the inventor has to prepare himself for encountering 
piracy in all its forms; capitalists, who would be 
ashamed to violate the law in their own persons, en- 
couraging men of no substance to infringe the patent, 
and omitting to pay the patentee’s costs when these 
tools are defeated. My learned and ingenious kins- 
man, Dr. Forsyth, the inventor of the percussion 
lock, passed the fourteen years of his patent right in 
courts of justice, and in every instance prevailed ; but he 
found the pirates pennyless, the costs were to be paid, 
and he neyer gained one shilling by an invention 
which is, I believe, more universally used all over 
Euro|)e than any other, except, perhaps, Argand's 
lamp. That invention was defeated in court, in con- 
serpience of the imperfect state of the law in those 
days, and of the absurd leaning of the Judges against 
all patentees ; their Lordships displaying the utmost 
ingenuity in discovering flaws, and calling into action 
all the resources of legal astuteness in grinding, as 
they went on, new law for the defeat of the inventor. 
Of this, one instance only needs be given. If a speci- 
fication contained ten good matters or processes, and 
by oversight one was either not original, or did not 
answer the description given in any other respect,* 
the courts held the patent wholly void, and not merely 
void for the erroneously described part, uj)on the 
subtle and senseless ground that the Crown had been 
deceived in the grant. 


* Turner v. Winter, 'i T. R. ; Rex v. Full-r, 3 13. and A. 
IMy Acts of 1835 and 1840 have in great jiart remetlied these sad 
delects in the law ; others still remain. 
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Mr, Watt had to struggle against this state of the 
law as well as against the shameless frauds, the 
conspiracies of dishonest, unprincipled men. During 
seven years and upwards he was condemned to lead 
the life of litigation ; during seven years his genius 
was withdrawn from his own pursuits to become 
what he, no doubt, had, unfortunately for society, 
full time to make himself, an accomplished and 
learned lawyer; and it was not till five and thirty 
years after his invention had been made, that he was 
finally freed by a decision of the Court of King’s 
Bench, in 1799, from a durance which lasted all the 
term of his patent, after all interest in the subject had 
expired by efflux of time. It was proved before a 
committee of the House of Commons in 1834, that 
had his statutory term in the patent only been secured 
to him, he would have been a great loser by the in- 
vention; and that for some years after the Act of 
Parliament had extended the time, he still was out of 
pocket : consequently it follows, that had he never 
taken a patent at all, but trusted entirely to the pre- 
ference which his being the inventor would have 
given liim in the market, as a maker of steam-ap- 
paratus, that is, had l>e taken only this indirect 
benefit instead of the direct gains of the monopoly, he 
would have Inien better off in a pecuniary point of 
view than he was by me.ti;s of the grant of the j>atent 
and its Parliamentary extension. The Act which 
I introduced in 1835, grounded mainly upon that 
evidence, has removed some of the greatest defects in 
the law ; and it has enabled, when couj>led with the 
subsecjuent Act of last Session, an inventor to obtain, 
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at a very inconsiderable cost, an extension for any 
additional period, not exceeding the duration of the 
original jmtent.* The expenses of obtaining patents, 
and especially the grievous burden of having to take 
out one for each of the three kingdoms, are the 
principal parts of the grievance which remain to be 
redressed. 

Notwithstanding the serious drawbacks upon his 
gains which Watt thus experienced, he was, on the 
whole, successful in respect of profit, realizing an 
ample fortune, but which all men wished had been 
greater, and which, under a more just law, would have 
been thrice as great. 

We have l)een contemplating the great achievement 
of Watt, but it would be a mistake to suppose that the 
steam-engine is the only monument of his scientific 
genius or his inventive skill. He was the author of 
the machine in general use for copying letters ; of the 
method extensively used for heating buildings and 
hot-houses by steam ; and of an ingenious mechanism 
for multiplying copies of busts and other sculptures ; 
but he was also, without any doubt, the person who 
first discovered the composition of water. At this 


* The course whicli a patentee ought to pursue if there be 
no opposition to his claim of extension, is to employ no solicitor 
and no counsel, but to appear in per.son before the .ludicial Com- 
mittee, as my gallant and truly ingenious friend Lord Dundonald 
(better known as Lord Cochrane) lately did. Their Lordships will 
always favour such a course, the rather as they thus obtain the 
advantage of hearing tin: explanations required from the person best 
able to give them. In opposed ca* ? professional lid is requisite. 
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most important truth he arrived by a profound ex- 
amination of all the experiments which had been made 
by Warltire, by Macquer, and especially by Priest- 
ley, upon the combustion of hydrogen and oxygen 
gases, then called inflammable, and vital or dephlo- 
gisticated airs. No former reasoner had come even 
near the true theory of the phenomena observed in 
those experiments. All had assumed that water was 
a simple or elemenbiry body ; that it was contained in 
the airs burnt together, and was precipitated by their 
explosion. He, on the contrary, showed that it was 
formed by the union of the two gases, and their 
parting with the latent heat which had held them in 
the elastic or gaseous state, but which being with- 
drawn by their union, left them in a sbite of liquid or 
aqueous fluidity. 

As early as 1782, his attention had been closely 
directed to the experiments in which air is produced 
Irom water, and esjKJcially to those upon the com- 
bustion of inflammable air. In J)eceml)er of that year 
he had nnvtured his theory, for m'c find him then an- 
nouncing to I)e Luc his discovery, that “ one element 
must be dismissed from the list water being, ac- 
cording to his doctrine (stsited more explicitly to Dr, 
lllack, April 1 783,) “ composed of dephlogisticated and 
inflammable airs deprived of a j)ortion of their latent 
heat.” 'I’o his whole correspondence with that great 
philosopher, with Smeaton, with Priestley, De Luc, and 
others, I have had access, and no trace is to l)e found 
in it that either he or they had even entertained the 
least, suspicion of the same thing liaving before occurred 
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to any one else.* It is to be noted, too, that in 1784 
Mr. Cavendish, after his celebrated experiment, had 
not attained by any means so clear a notion of the 
true doctrine as Mr. Watt explains in those previous 
letters.f I examined minutely the whole of this 
subject eight years ago, at the retjuest of my dis- 
tinguished colleague M. Arago, then engaged in 
preparing his ‘ Eloge’ of Mr. Watt, who had also been 
our fellow-member of the Institute. ITie reader will 
find my statement of the evidence annexed to this 
account. But I cannot easily suppose that M. Arago 
ever intended, and I know that I never myself intended, 
to insinuate in the slightest degree a suspicion of Rlr. 
Cavendish’s having borrowed from Mr. Watt. He had, 
in all probability, been led to the same conclusion by his 
own researches, ignorant of Mr. Watt’s speculations, 
a little earlier in point of time, just as Priestley when 
claiming, and justly claiming, the important discovery 
of oxygen (called by him, in accordance with the 
doctrine of Stahl, “ dephlogisticated air”), never denied 
that Scheele also made the same discovery, calling it 
“ empyreal air,” without being aware of another having 
preceded him. Priestley, of course, treated the dis- 
creditable proceedings of Ljivoisier in respect to this 
gas very differently, and so must all impartial men. 

It must on no account be supposed that Watt cannot 
be considered as having discovered the composition of 
water, merely because he made no new experiments of 
particular moment, like Cavendish, to ascertain that 

• Letters to GiH)er; Ilamiltoi, of Glasgow, Fry of Bristol, 
Smwitoii, De Luc— all dated March and April, 1783. 

t See Life of Cavendish for further particulars and explanations. 
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capital point. No one refuses to Newton the discovery 
of gravitation as the controlling and directing pow'er of 
the solar system ; and yet he made not one of those 
observations upon which his theory rests ; nay, he 
threw it aside for sixteen years ^vllen the erroneous 
notion of a degree being only sixty miles appeared by 
its consequences to disprove liis ])roposition, and instead 
of making any further experiments himself, waited 
until Picard’s more accurate measurement liecame 
known to him accidentidly in 1082, and enabled him 
to demonstrate his doctrine. In like manner, Jjavoi- 
sier, who discovered no gsis, and made no original 
experiments of the least value in pneumatic chemistry, 
is universally admitted to have discovered the true 
theory of combustion and calcination, by reasoning 
on the facts which others had ascertained. W'^att’s 
happy inference from the facts discovered by Warltire 
and Priestley was just as much entitled, and for the 
same reasons, to l)e regarded as the discovery of the 
composition of water. 

I’he latter years of Mr. ^^'^att’8 useful and honour- 
able life were passed in the bosom of his family and 
the society of his friends, although he ever gave tlie 
due attention to the exteixsive concerns of tlie house in 
which he was the principal partner. He had lx;(m 
married as early as 1704 to Miss Miller, his cousin, 
and had by her a daughter who predeceased him, leaving 
children, and a son, James, who still survives, inherit- 
ing the scientific tastes, the extensive knowledge, the 
masculine umler.^t.mding, and the scrupulous integrity 
of his father. With the late Mr. Robinson Boulton 
and Mr. Gregory Watt, he was admitted into the part- 
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nership, the concerns of which he extended, and, for 
the last quarter of a century, almost exclusively 
conducted. By his second wife, Miss Macgregor, 
whom he married in 1776, he had one son, Gregory, 
who unfortunately died in October, 1804, at the age 
of twenty-seven, after giving an earnest of brilliant ta- 
lents and accomplishments. This loss was, no doubt, a 
severe blow to his family, and the father shared fuUy 
in their sorrow. But he bore it like a man ; and I 
feel greiTt satisfaction in correcting an error into which 
my illustrious friend and colleague M. Arago has fallen 
through misinformation, when he represents Mr. 
Watt’s spirit as so entirely broken by the misfortune 
that he “ jireserved an almost total silence during the 
latter years of his life.” The fact is, tliat he survived 
his son’s death between fourteen and fifteen years, and 
never was more cheerful or enjoyed the pleasures of 
society more heartily than during this period. I can 
speak on the point with absolute certainty, for my own 
ac(|uaintance with him commenced after my friend 
Gregory’s decease. A few months after that event, 
be calmly and with his wonted acuteness discussed 
with me the composition of an epitaph to be inscribed 
on his son’s tomb. That autumn and wunter he was a 
constant attendant at our Friday club, and. in all our 
privjite circles, and was the life of them all. He has, 
moreover, left under his hand an account of tlie etfe<‘t 
which the recent loss had produced uj)on his spirits, 
and a flat contradiction to the notion that it had de- 
pressed them. “ I perhaps,” he obsen es, “ have said too 
much to you and Mr. Campl)cll on the state of my 
mind : 1 therefore think it necessary to say that 1 am 
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not low"Spirited, and were you here you would find 
me as cheerful in the company of my friends as usual ; 
my feelings for the loss of poor Gregory are not 
passion, but a deep regret that such was his and my 
lot.” He then exj)resses his pious resignation to the 
will of “ the Disposer of events.” It is true, he adds 
that he had lost one stimulus to exertion, and with it 
his relish for his usual avocations, but he looks to 
time for a remedy, and adds, “ meanwhile, I do not 
neglect the means of amusement which are within my 
power.” This letter was written in January lbi05, only 
a few weeks after the loss of his son. In anotlier letter 
written in April to the same gentleman, his cousin, Mr. 
Muirhead, grejit uncle of the able and learned translator 
of M. Arago’s ‘ Eloge,’ after expressing his confident 
hopes that Gregory had changed this mortal state for 
a far happier existence, he says, as if anxious to avoid all 
suspicion of his giving way to e.xcessive sorrow, “ You 
are not to conceive that we give way to grief : on the 
contrary, you will find us as cheerful as we ought to 
be, and as much disposed to enjoy tlie friends we liave 
left as ever. But we should approach to brutes if we 
had no regrets.” In this letter he quotes the Iwautiful 
lines of Catullu.s, “Nunc it j)er iter tenebricosum,” &c. 

To this evidence at the period of his son’s death 
let me add the testimony of Lord Jefi'rey, who knew 
him well, and who brings down the account to the 
latest years of his life. “ His health, which was deli- 
cate from his youth upwards, seemed to become firmer 
as he advanced in years : and he j)Ossessed, up almost 
to the last moments of his existence, not only the full 
command of his extraordinary intellect, but all the 
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alacrity of spirit and the social gaiety which had illu- 
mined his happiest days. His friends in this part of 
the country (Edinburgh) never saw him more full of 
intellectual vigour and colloquial animation, never 
more delightful or more instructive, than in his 
last visit in autumn 1817.” It was after this period 
that he invented the machine for copying sculpture. 
He distributed among his friends some specimens of its 
performances, jocularly calling them “ the productions 
of a young artist just entering into his eighty-third 
year.” 

In the summer of the following year, 1819, 1 saw him 
for the last time, and did not observe nuy change in his 
conversation or in his manner ; but I understand that 
he suffered some inconvenience through the summer ; 
though, until a few weeks before his death, he was not 
seriously indisposed. He soon became aware of the event 
which was approaching, and he seemed only anxious to 
impress upon his sorrowing family the circumstances cal- 
culated to minister consolation under the change which 
must soon take place. He expressed his sincere 
gratitude to Divine Providence for the blessings which 
he had been permitted to enjoy, for his length of days, 
his exemption from the infirmities of age, the calm 
and cheerful evening of his life passed after the useful 
labours of its day had closed. He died on the 25th of 
August, 1819, in his eighty-fourth year. His remains 
lie buried in Handsworth church, near his residence of 
Heathfield, and a statue, the work of Chantrey, is there 
erected to his memory l>y his son ; and the same filial 
piety has presented a statue to the College of Glas- 
gow, in grateful recollection of early patronage. But 
a truly noble monument is raised to him in WesU 

2 c 
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minster Abbey, by the genius of Chantrey, at the 
expense of the Sovereign and of many Peers and 
distinguished Commoners, who held a meeting in 
honour of this illustrious man and great public bene- 
factor. The Ministers of the Crown, and the chiefs 
of the opposition in either House of Parliament, the 
most eminent men of science, the most distinguislied 
cultivators of the arts, jisseinbled with this view, and 
the account of their proceedings was made public inaji 
authentic form. The Prime Minister, Lord Liver- 
pool, presided ; and it was none of the least remarkable 
passages of that day, that his successor, the present 
Premier, w'as anxious to declare the obligation under 
which he lay to tlie genius of him they were comme- 
morating, the fortunes of his family being reared by 
manufacturing industry, founded upon the happy 
inventions of Arkwright and Watt. It has ever 
been reckoned by me one of the chief honours of my 
life, that I was called upon to pen the inscription upon 
the noble monument thus nobly reared. 

The chisel of Chantrey, whose greatest work this 
certainly is, has admirably presented the features of the 
countenance at once deeply medihitive and calmly 
placid, but betokening power riither than delicacy and 
refinement. The civilized world is filled with im- 
perishable records of hi.s genius, and the grateful 
recollection of the whole sj)eeies embalms his memory. 
But for this, the author of the epitaph might well feel 
how inadequately his feeble pen had performed its office 
in attempting to pourtray such excellence : how much 
more inadequately when its lines are traced in inost 
disadvantageous contrast with the signal success of the 
sculptor ! He who has ever made the attempt to write 
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with a chisel in our language, little lapidary as it cer- 
tainly is, will comprehend the extraordinary difficulties 
of the task, and will show mercy to the failure : — 


NOT TO TETirETUATE A NAME 

WHICH MUST ENDUUE WHILE THE PEACEFUL ARTS FLOURISH 
RUT TO SHEW 

THAT MANKIND HAVE LEARNED TO HONOUR THO'^E 
WHO BEST DESERVE THEIR GRATITUDE 
THE KING 

HIS MINISTERS AND MANY OF THE NOBLES 
AND COMMONERS OF THE REALM 
RAISED THIS MONUMENT TO 

JAMES WATT 

WHO DIRECTING THE FORCE OF AN ORIGINAL GENH-S 
EARLY EXERCISED IN ITIILOSOPHIC RFSEARCH 
TO THE IMPROVEMENT OF 
THE STEAM ENGINE 

ENLARGED THE RESOURCES OF HIS COUNTRY 
INCREASED THE POWER OF MAN 
AND ROSE TO AN EMINENT PLACE 
AMONG THE MUST ILLUSTRIOUS FOLLOWERS OF SCIENCE 
AND THE REAL BENEFACTORS OF THE WORLD 
BORN AT GREENOCK MDC(TNXXVl 

DIED AT llEATHl lELD IN STAFFORDSHIKE MD<T:CXIX. 

have been oonNidering this eminent person as 
yet only in his public capacity, as a benefactor of 
mankind by his fertile genius and indomitable perse- 
verance ; and the best portraiture of his intellectual 
character was to be found in the description of his 
attainments. It is, however, proper to survey him also 
in jirivate life. He was unexceptionable in all its 
relations ; and as his activity was unmeasured, and his 
taste anything ratl cr than Oistidious, he both was 
master of every variety of knowledge, and was tolerant 
of discussion on subjects of very subordinate importance 
compared with those on which he most excelled. Not 

2 c 2 



388 


WATT. 


only all the sciences from the mathematics and astro- 
nomy, down to botany, received his diligent attention, 
but he was tolerably read in the lighter kinds of 
literature, delighting in poetry and other works of 
tiction, full of the stores of ancient literature, and 
readily giving himself up to the critical disquisitions 
of commentators, and to discussions on the fancies of 
etymology. His manners were most attractive from 
their perfect nature and simplicity. His conversation 
was rich in the measure which such stores and such 
easy taste might lead us to expect, and it astonished all 
listeners Avith its admirable precision, with the extra- 
ordinary memory it disjdayed, with the distinctness it 
seemed to have, as if his mind liad separate niches for 
keeping each particular, and with its complete nqection 
of all worthless and superfluous matter, as if the same 
mind had some tine machine for acting like a fan, 
casting oft* the chatfand the husk. But it had besides 
a peculiar charm from the pleasure he took in convey- 
ing information where he was ])eculiarly able to give 
it, and in joining with entire candour Avhatever 
discussion hapj)ened to arise. Even upon matters on 
which he was entitled to pronounce with absolute 
authority, he never laid down the law, but spoke like 
any other parbiker of the conversation. You might ob- 
serve him, however, with his ]>encil in his hand, ready to 
prove what might require explanation, and lie Avas an 
adventurous disputant who would not rather see his in- 
tellect play in illustrations than descend with demon- 
strative force. He Avas ever in jmrsuit of truth or the 
gratification of a rational curiosity, and this attempered 
as well as guided his talk. If he seemed occasionally to 
be moved beyond the interest thus excited, it was when 
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Ke perceived any thing uncandid or unfair, or, above 
all, indirect and dishonest. The attempts of one man 
to appropriate another's inventive merit were the things 
that most roused his indignation ; for, regarding dis- 
covery and invention as the most precious of all 
pro|)erty, he could not l)ear the sight of its violation, 
and would stop minutely and curiously to ascertain the 
relative shares of different individuals, when any doul)t 
was raised upon the distribution. His conversation 
was withal spirited and lively — it was easy and concise, 
and without the least of a lecturing formality. His 
voice was deep and low, and if somewhfit monotonous, 
it yet seemed in harmony with the weiglit and the 
beauty of his discourse, through which however there 
also ran a current of a lighter kind ; for he was mirth- 
ful, temperately jocular, nor could anything to more 
advantage set off the living anecdotes of men and 
things, with which the graver texture of his talk was 
interwoven, than his sly and quiet humour, both of 
mind and of look, in recounting them. No one who 
had the happiness of knowing him, no meml)er, more 
especially, of the club in Edinburgh which he frequented 
as often as he visited that caj)ital, can ever forget the 
zest which his society derived from the mixture of such 
various matters as those to which I have referred ; and 
one of its most distinguished founders * has justly 


*■ Lord Jeffrey. The club was called from tlie day, Friday, on 
which it met at sapper, after the business of the week wiu? o\er, and 
tlie half-holiday of Satnnlay only lijrhtly hanging over the heads of 
the lawyers, wlio chiefly composed u IVIr. AVatt was an Jioiiorary 
uieinber. He had for his colleagues no less distinguished men than 
Professor Playfair, 8ir Av'alter Scott, LortI Corehouse, Mr. Hoi nor, 
Mr. Elmsley, Sir W. Drummond, and several wlio still survive and 
fill exalted places in the State. 
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said, that in no other person was tliere ever observed 
so “ fine an ex{)ression of reposing strength and unin- 
terrupted self-possession us marked his whole manner/' 


APPENDIX. 


Historical Note on the Discovery of the Theory of 

THE CoMrOSlTION OF WaTER. 

There can be no doubt whatever, that the experiment of IVFr. 
Warltire, related in Dr. Priestley’s fifth volume,* gave rise to 
this inquiry, at least in England ; Mr. Cavendish expressly 

* Mr. Warltire’s letter Is dated Birmingham, 18th April, 1781, 
and was pnblish(?(l by Dr, Priestley in the Appendix to tin; seventh 
volume of lii.s ‘ Experiments and O!)servations relating to various 
branches of Natural Philosophy; with a continuation of tl»e Ob- 
servations on Air,’ — fonning, in fact, the fifth volume of his ‘ Ex- 
periments and Observations on different kinds of Air printed at 
Birmingham in 1781. 

Mr. Warltire’s first experiments were made in a ball or 

flask, wliieh held three wine pints, the weight 14 oum^es ; and his ob- 
ject was to determine ‘‘ whether Iieatis heavy or not.” After staling 
Ills mode of mixing the airs, and of adjusting the balance, he siiys, 
lie “always accurately balanced the flask of common air, then found 
the diffen tioe of weight after the iuHammable air was ii)tro<luce/l, 
that he might be certain he had confined the proiier proportion of 
each. The electric spark haviiig oassed through them, the flask 
iKJcame hot, and was cooled liy exposing it to the common air of the 
room : it w as then hung np agJiin to the balance, and a hxss of weight 
was always found, but not coastautiy the same; upon an average it 
was two grains 

He goes on to sfiy, “ I have firiwl air in glass vessels since I saw 
you (Dr. I^riestley) venture to do it, and 1 have observe<J, as you 
did^ that, though the glass was clean and dry before, yet, after firing 
the air, it became dewy, and was lined with a sooty subsUince.” 

It 
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refers to it, as having set him upon making his experiments. — 
(Phil. Trans. 1784, p. 126.) The experiment of Mr. Warltirc 
consisted in firing, by electricity, a mixture of infiammable 
and common air in a close vessel, and two things were said to 
be observed : Jirst, a sensible loss of weight ; second, a dewy 
deposit on the sides of the vessel. 

Mr. Watt, in a note to p. 332 of his paper, Phil. Trans. 
1784, inadvertently states, that the dewy deposit was first 
observed by Mr. Cavendish ; but Mr. Cavendish himself, 
p. 127, expressly states Mr. Warltire to have observed it, and 
cites Dr. Priestley’s fifth volume. 

Mr. Cavendish himself could find no loss of weight, and he 
says that Dr. Priestley had also tried the experiment, and 
found none.* But Mr. Cavendish found there was alw'ays a 
dewy deposit, without any sooty matter. .The result of many 
trials was, that common air and inflammable air being burnt 
together, in the proportion of 1000 measures of the former to 
423 of the latter, about one-fifth of the common air, and 
nearly all the inflammable air, lose their elasticity, and are 
condensed, into the dew which lines the glass. ’ He examined the 
dew, and found it to be pure water. He therefore concludes, 
that “ almost all the inflammable air, and about one-sixth of 
the common air, are turned into pure water.” 

Mr. Cavendish then burned, in the same way, dephlogisti- 
cated and inflammable airs (oxygen and hydrogen gases), 
and the deposit was always more or less acidulous, accord- 
ingly as the air burnt with the inflammable air was more or 
less phlogisticated. The acid was found to be nitrous. Mr. 
Cavendish states, that almost the whole of the inflammable 
and dephlogisticated air is converted into pure water f and, 
again, that “ if these airs could be obtained perfectly pure, the 

It seems evident that neither Mr. Warltire nor Dr. Priestley 
attributed the dew to anything else than a mechanical deposit of 
the moisture suspended in common air. — [Note by James 
Watt.] 

* Mr. Cavendish’s not^, p. 127, Vt. ild seem to imply this; but I 
have not found in any of Dr. Priestley’s jiapers that he has said so. 
—[Note by Mh, James Watt.] 
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whole would be condensed.” And he accounts for common 
air and inflammable air, when burnt together, not producing 
acid, by supposing that the heat produced is not sufiicient. 
He then says that these experiments, with the exception of 
what relates to the acid, were made in the summer of 1781, 
and mentioned to Dr. Priestley ; and adds, that a friend of 
his (Mr. Cavendish’s), last summer (that is, 1783), gave some 
account of them to M. Lavoisier, as w(‘ll as of the conclu- 
sion drawn from them, that dephlogisticatcd air is only w ater 
deprived of its phlogiston ; but, at tlxat time, so far w^as M. 
Lavoisier from thinking any such opinion w^arranted, that till 
he Avas jnevailcd upon to repeat the experiment himself, he 
found some difficulty in believing that nearly the whole of 
the tw'o airs could be converted into w^ater.” The friend is 
knoAvn to have boon Dr., afterwards Sir Charles Plagdcni ; 
and it is a remarkable circumstance, tliat this passage of Mr. 
Cavendish’s paper appears not to have been in it when ori- 
ginally presented to the Royal Society ; for the pajxer is appa- 
rently in Mr, Cavendish's hand, and the paragraph, p. 134, 
135, is not found in it, but is added to it, and directed to be 
inserted in that place. It is, moreover, not in Mr. Cavendish’s 
hand, but in Sir C'harles Blagden’s ; and, indeed, (he latter 
must have given him the information as to M. Lavoisier, 
with whom it is not said that Mr. Cavendish had any corro 
spondcnce. The paper itself was read irxth January, 1781. 
The volume w'as published about six months afterwards. 

M. Lavoisier’s memoir (in the Mein, de f Academic dcs 
Sciences for 1781) had been read partly in November and 
December 1783, and additions w'ere afterw'ards made to it. It 
was published in 1784. It contained M. I^avoisicr’s account 
of his experiments in June 1783, at which, he says, Sir 
Chiirles Blagden Avas ])re.‘ .e ; and it states that he told 51. 
Lavoisier of jSIr. Cavendish having already burnt inflamma- 
ble air in close vessels, and obtained a very sensible quantity 
of water.” Rut he, M. Lavoisier, says nothing of Sir diaries 
Blagden havifig aho mentioned Mr. Cavendish’s conclusion 
from the experiment. He cx|)ressly states, that the weight cf 
the water was equal to that of the two airs burnt, unless the 
heat and light which escape arc ponderable, w hith he hold 
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them not to be. His account, therefore, is not reconcilable 
with Sir Charles Blagdcn’s, and the latter was most probably 
written as a contradiction of it, after Mr. Cavendish’s paper 
had been read, and when the Memoires of the Academic were 
received in this country. These Memoires were published 
in 1784, and could not, • certainly, have arrived when Mr. 
Cavendish’s paper was written, nor when it was read to the 
Royal Society. 

But it is further to be remarked, that this passage of Mr. 
Cavendish’s paper in Sir Charles Blagdcn’s handwriting, only 
mentions the experiments having been communicated to Dr. 
Priestley; they were made, says the passage, in 1781, and 
communicated to Dr. Priestley ; it is not said when, nor is it 
said that the conclusions drawn from them,” and which Sir 
Charles Blagden says he communicated to M. Lavoisier in 
summer 1783, were ever communicated to Dr. Priestley; and 
Dr. Priestley, in his paper (referred to in Mr. Cavendish’s), 
which was read June 1783, and written before April of that 
year, says nothing of IMr. Cavendish's theory, though he 
mentions his experiment. 

Several propositions then arc proved by this statement. 

First, That Mr. Cavendish, in his pa]>er, read 1 5th January, 
1784, relates te capital experiment of burning oxygen and 
hydrogen gases in a close vessel, and finding pure water to be 
the produce of the combustion. 

Second///, That, in the same paper, he drew from this expe- 
riment the conclusion that the two gases were converted or 
turned into water. 

T/\irdly, That Sir Charles Blagden inserted in the same 
paper, with Mr. Oavendish’s consent, a statement that the 
experiment had first been made by Mr. Cavendish in summer 
1781, and mentioned to Dr. Priestley, though it is not said 
when, nor is it said that any conclusion was mentioned to Dr. 
Priestley, nor is it said at what time Mr. Cavendish first drew 
that conclusion. A most material omission* 

Fourthly, That in thai addition made to the paper by Sir 
Charles Blagden, he conclusion ol Mr. Cavendish is stated to 
be, that oxygen gas is water deprived of phlogiston; this 
addition having been made after M. Lavoisier’s memoir 
arrived in England. 
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It may further be observed, that in another addition to the 
paper, which is also in Sir C. Blagden’s handwriting, and which 
was certainly made after M. Lavoisier’s memoir had arrived, 
Mr. Cavendish for the first time distinctly states, as upon M. 
Lavoisier’s hypothesis, that water consisted of hydrogen united 
to oxygen gas. There is no substantial difference, perhaps, 
between this and the conclusion stated to have been drawn by 
Mr. Cavendish himself, that oxygen gas is water deprived of 
phlogiston, supposing phlogiston to be synonymous with hy- 
drogen ; but the former proposition is certainly the more dis- 
tinct and unequivocal of the two : and it is to be observed that 
Mr. Cavendish, in the original part of the paper, i. e. the part 
read January 1784, before the arrival of Lavoisier’s, considers 
it more just to hold inflammable air to be phlogisticated water 
than pure phlogiston (p. 140). 

We are now to see what Mr. Watt did ; and the dates here 
become very material. It appears that he wrote a letter to 
Dr. Priestley on 26th April, 1783, in which he reasons on the 
experiment of burning the two gases in a close vessel, and 
draws the conclusion, that water is composed of dephlogisti- 
cated air and phlogiston, deprived of part of their latent 
heat.”* The letter was received by Dr. Priestley and de- 
livered to Sir Joseph Banks, with a request that it might be 
read to the Royal Society; but Mr. Watt afterwards desired 
this to be delayed, in order that he might examine some new 
experiments of Dr. Priestley, so that it was not read until the 
22d April, 1784. In the interval between the delivery of 


* It may with certainty be concludml from Mr. Watt’s private 
and unp'iblishwl letters, of which the copies taken by his copying- 
machine, then recently imentrsJ, are preserved, that his theory of 
the composition of water was ?d ready forinetl in December 1782, 
and probably much earlier. Dr. Priestley, in his paper of 21st April, 
1783, p. 416, states, that Mr, Watt, prior to his (the Doctor’s) ex- 
periments, had entertained the idea of the po.ssibility of the conver- 
sion of water or steavo into permanent air. And Mr. Watt himself, 
in his pa[)er, Phil. I'rans., p. 335, asserts, that for many years he had 
entertained the opinion tliat air was a modification of water, and lie 
enters at some length iiito the facts and reasoning upon which that 
deduction was founded. — fNoTE by Mk. James Watt.] 
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this letter to Dr. Priestley, and the reading of it, Mr. Watt 
had addressed another letter to M. de Luc, dated 26th No- 
vember, 1783,* with many further observations and reasonings, 
but almost the whole of the original letter is preserved in this, 
and is distinguished by inverted commas. One of the passages 
thus marked is that which has the important conclusion above 
mentioned ; and that letter is stated, in the subsequent one, 
to have been communicated to several members of the Iloyal 
Society at the time of its reaching Dr. Priestley, viz. April, 
1783. 

In Mr. Cavendish’s paper as at first read, no allusion is to 
be found to Mr. Watt’s theory; but in an addition made in 
SirC. Blagden’s own hand, after Mr. Watt’s paper had been 


* The letter was addressed to IM. J. A. de Luc, the well-know'ii 
Genevese philosopher, then a Fellow^ of the Royal Society, and 
Reader to Qiuhui Charlotte. lie was the friend of JNIr. Watt, wlio 
did not tlieii Indong to the Society. M. de Luc, following the 
motions of tlie Court, was not always in London, and seldom at- 
tended the meetings of the Royal Society. He was not present 
w hen Mr. Cavendish’s paper of 15th Januaiy, 1784, was read ; but, 
Iiearing of it from Dr. Blagden, he obtained a loan of it from Mr. 
Cavondish, and wTites to Mr. Watt on the 1st March following, to 
aj)prise him of it, adding that he has perused it, and promising an 
analysis. In the postscript he states, In short, they expound and 
prove your system, word for word, and say nothing of you.” The 
promise<l analysis is given in another letter of tlie 4tli of the same 
month. Mr. Watt replies on the 6th, with all the feelings w hich a 
conviction he had been ill-treated was calculated to inspire, and 
makes use of those vivid expressions w Inch ^1. Arago has cpioted ; 
he states his intention of being in London in the ensuing week, and 
his opinion, that the reading of Ids letU'r to the Royal Society w ill 
be the proper step to be tiken. He accordingly went there, wait(:*il 
upon the President of the Royal Society, Sir Joseph Banks, was re- 
ceived with all the courtesy and just feeling wddeh distinguished 
that most honoumble man • and it was settled that both the letter 
to Dr. Priestley of 26th April, 1783, ar l that to M. de I^nc of 26tli 
November, ’783, should l>e successively read. The former was 
done on the 22d, and the laUer on the 29th April, 1784. — [Note 
Br Ma. James Watt.] 
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read, there is a reference to that theory (Phil. Trans. 1784, 
p. 140), and Mr. Cavendish’s reasons arc given for not en- 
cumbering his theory with that part of Mr. Watt’s which 
regards the evolution of latent heat. It is thus left somewhat 
doubtful, whether Mr. Cavendish had ever seen the letter of 
April 1783, or whether he had seen only the paper (of ‘iOth 
November, 1783) of which that letter formed a part, and 
which was read 29th April, 1781. That the first letter was 
for some time (two months, as appears from the papers of 
Mr. Watt) ill the hands of Sir Joseph Hanks and otluu* 
members of the Society, during the preceding spring, is 
certain, from the statements in the note to p. 330 ; and that 
Sir Charles Blagden, the Secretary, should not have seen it, 
seems impossible ; for Sir Joseph Banks must have delivered 
it to him at the time when it was intended to be read at one 
of the Society’s meetings (Phil. Trans., p. 330, Note), and, as 
the letter itself remains among the Society’s Kecords, in tin? 
same volume >vitli the paper into which the greater part of it 
was introduced, it must have been in tlie custody of Sir C. 
Blagden. It is equally diflicult to suppose, that the person 
who wrote the remarkable passage already referred to, re- 
specting Mr. Cavendish’s conclusions liaving bc'cn communi- 
cated to M. Lavoisier in the summer of l/^^O (that is, in 
June), should not have mentioned to Mr. Cavendish that 
iMr. Watt had drawn the same conclusion in the spring of 
178.3 (that is, in April at the latest). For the conclusions are 
identi^ iil, wdth the single difrcrence, that Mr. (Javendisli calls 
dephlogisticated air, water deprived of its phlogiston, and 
Mr. Watt says that water is composed of dephlogisticated air 
and phlogiston. 

We may remark, llu're is the same uncertainty or vague- 
ness introduced into Mr. att’s theory, which w'e before ob- 
served in Mr. Cavendish’s, b\ the use of the t( rin Phlogiston, 
without exactly defining it. Mr. Cavendish leaves it uncer- 
tain, whether or not he meant by phlogiston simply inflamma- 
ble air, and he i: dines rather to call inflammable air, w ater 
united to phlogiston. Mr. Watt says expressly, even in lus 
later paper (of Novemlier 1783), and in a pas.sagc not to 1: : 
found in the letter of April 1783, that he thinks that inflani- 
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mabic air contains a small quantity of water, and much 
elementary heat. It must be admitted that such expressions 
as these on the part of both of those great men, betoken a 
certain hesitation respecting the theory of the composition of 
water. If they had ever formed to themselves the idea, that 
water is a compound of the two gases deprived of their latent 
heat, — that is, of the two gases, — with the same distinctive- 
ness which marks M. Lavoisier’s statement of the theory, 
such obscurity and uncertainty would have been avoided. 

Several further propositions may now be stated, as the re- 
sult of the facts regarding Mr. Watt. 

First y That there is no evidence of any person having re- 
duced the theory of composition to writing, in a shape which 
now remains, so early as Mr. Watt. 

Seamdif/, That he states the theory, both in April and No- 
vember 17S3, in language somewhat more distinctly referring 
to composition than Mr. Cavendish does in 1 78d, and that his 
reference to the evolution of latent heat renders it more dis- 
tinct than Mr. Cavendish’s. 

Thirdh/^ That there is no proof, nor even any assertion, of 
Mr. Cavendish’s theory (what Sir C. Blagden calls his con- 
clusion) having been communicated to Dr. Priestley before 
Mr. stated his theory in 17^3, still less of Mr. Watt 

having heard of it, wliile his whole letter shows that he never 
had been aware of it, either from Dr. Priestley, or from any 
other quarter. 

Fonrthhj, That Mr. Watt’s theory was well known among 
the members of the Society, some months before Mr. Caven- 
dish’s statement appears to have been reduced into writing, 
and eight months before it w^as presented to the Society. We 
may, indeed, go further, and affirm, a. another deduction from 
the facts and dates, that as far as the evidence goes, there is 
proof of Mr. Watt having first drawm the conclusion, at least 
that no proof exists of any one having drawui it so early as 
he is proved to have done. 

Lastly^ That a reluctance to give up the doctrine of phlo- 
giston, a kind of timidity on the scor^ of that long-established 
and deeply rooted opiniojn prevented both Mr. Watt and Mr. 
Cavendish from doing full justice to their own theory ; while 
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M. Lavoisier, who had entirely shaken off these trammels, 
first presented the new doctrine in its entire perfection and 
consistency. 

All three may have made the important step nearly at the 
same time, and unknown to each other ; the step, namely, of 
concluding from the exj^erimont, that the two gases entered 
into combination, and that water was the result ; for this, with 
more or less of distinctness, is the inference which all three 
drew. 

Eut there is the statement of Sir Charles Blagden, to show 
that M. Lavoisier had heard of Mr. Cavendish’s drawing this 
inference before his (M. Lavoisier’s) ca])ital experiment was 
made ; and it appears that M. Lavoisier, after Sir C. Elagden’s 
statement had been embodied in Mr. Cavendish’s paper and 
made public, never gave any contradiction to it in any of 
his subsequent memoirs which arc to be found in the Mc- 
moires dc I’Academic, though his own account of that ex- 
periment, and of w'hat then passed, is inconsistent with Sir 
Charles Blagden’s statement. 

But there is not any assertion at all, even from Sir C. Blag- 
den, zealous for Mr. Cavendish’s priority as he was, that Mr. 
Watt had ever heard of Mr. Cavendish’s theory before he 
formed his own. 

Whether or not Mr. Cavendish had heard of Mr. Watt’s 
theory previous to drawing his conclusions, appears more 
doubtful. The suj)positioii that he had so heard, rest.s on the 
improbability of his (Sir Charles Elagden’s) and many others 
knowing what Mr. Watt had done, and not communicat- 
ing it to Mr. Cavendish, and on the omission of any assertion 
in Mr, Cavendish’s paper, even in the part written by Sir 
Blagden with the vic^r claiming priority as against M. 
Lavoisier, that Mr. Cavendi**!!! t.ad drawn his conclusion before 
April 1 7S3, although in one of the additions to that paper 
reference is made to Mr. Watt’s theory. 

A.S grea*’ obscurity hangs over the material question at what 
time Mr. Cavendi n first drew the conclusion from his experi- 
ment, it may be as well to examine w'hat that great man’s 
habit was in communicating his discoveries to the Ko)\*i 
Society. 
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A Committee of the Iloyal Society, with Mr. Gilpin the 
clerk, made a series of experiments on the formation of nitrous 
acid, under Mr. Cavendish’s direction, and to satisfy those 
who had doubted his theory of its composition, first given 
accidentally in the j^aper of January 1784, and afterwards 
more fully in another paper, June 178.‘3. Those experiments 
occupied from the Gth December, 1787, to 10th March, 1788, 
and Mr. Cavendish’s paper upon them was read 17th April, 
1788. It was, therefore, 'written and printed within a month 
of the cxj^criments being concluded. 

Mr. Kirwan answered Mr. Cavendish’s paper (of 15th 
January, 1784) on water, in one which was read 5th February, 
1784, and IMr. Cavendish replied in a paper read 4th March, 
1784. 

Mr. Cavendisli’s experiments on the density of the earth 
were made from the 5th August, 1707, to the 27th May, 
1708. The paper upon that subject was read 27th J ime, 1 798. 

The account of the eudiometer was communicated at 
apparently a greater interval ; at least the only time men- 
tioned in the account of the experiments is the latter half of 
1781, and the paper was read January 1783. It is, however, 
probable, from the nature of the subject, that he made further 
trials during the year 1782. 

Tliat INIr. Watt formed his theory during the few months 
or weeks immediately preceding April 1783, seems probable.* 
It is certain that he considered the theory as his own, and 
makes no reference to any previous communication from any 
one upon the subject, nor of having ever heard of jNIr. 
Cavendish drawing the same conclusion. 

The improbability must also be admitted to be extreme, of 
Sir Charles lllagden ever having heard of Mr. Cavendish’s 
theory prior to the date of INIr. Watt’s letter, and not mention- 
ing that circumstance in the insertion which he made in ilr. 
Cavendish’s paper. 

* That the idea existe<i ii' his mind nreviously, is proved by his 
declarations Dr. Friescley, cited by tL.) latter ; by his own asser- 
tions, p. 335 of his paper; ami by the existing copies of his letters 
in December n92,^[NQTB uy Mu. Jamjbs Watt.] 
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It deserves to be farther mentioned, that Mr. Watt left the 
correction of the press, and every thing relating to the 
publishing of his paper, to Sir Charles Bhigdcn. A letter 
remains from him to that effect, written to Sir Charles Blag- 
den, and Mr. Watt never saw the paper until it was printed. 


Since M. Arago’s learned Eloge was published, with this 
paper as an Appendix, the Kev. W. Vernon Harcourt has 
entered into controversy with us both, or, T should rather say, 
with M. Arago, for he has kindly spared me ; and while I ex- 
press my obligations for this courtesy of my reverend, learned, 
and valued friend, I must express my umpialified admiration of 
his boldness in singling out for his antagonist my illustrious 
colleague, rather than the far weaker combatant against whom 
he might so much more safely have done battle. AMiatcver 
might have been his fate had ho taken the more prudent 
course, I must fairly say (even without waiting until my fellow 
champion seal our adversary’s doom), that I have seldom seen 
any two parties more unequally matched, or any disputation in 
which the victory was so complete. The attack on M. Arago 
might have passed well enough at a popular meeting at Bir- 
mingham, before which it was spoken ; but as a scientific inquirer, 
it would be a flattery running the risk of seeming ironical to 
weigh the reverend author against the most eminent })hilo- 
sopher of the day, altliough upon a (pirstion of evidence 
( which this really is, as well as a scientific discussion) I might 
be content to succumb before him. As a strange notion, how- 
ever, seems to pervade this paper, that everything depends 
on tlie character of Mr. Cavendish, it may be as well to repeat 
the disclaimer alread) very distinctly made of all intention to 
cast the slightest doubt i n Biat great man’s jicrfcct good 
faith in the whole affair ; I never having supposed that 
he borrowed from Mr. Watt, though M. Arago, Professor 
Kobison,'^ and Sir II. Davy, as well as myself, have always 

* Encyc. Brit., vol. xviii., p. 808. This able and learned article 
enters at lengtli into the proofs of Mr. Watt’s claims, and it wac 
published in 1797, thirteen years before Mr. Cavendish’s death. 
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been convinced that Mr. Watt had, unknown to him, antici- 
pated his great discovery. It is also said by Mr. Harcourt 
that the late Dr. Henry having examined Mr. Watt’s manu- 
scripts decided against his priority. I have Dr. II. ’s letter 
before me of June, 1820 , stating most clearly, most fully, and 
most directly, the reverse, and deciding in Mr. Watt’s favour. 
I must add, having read the full publication with fac-similes, 
Mr. Harcourt has now clearly proved one thing, and it is 
really of some importance. He has made it appear that in all 
Mr. Cavendish’s diaries and notes of his experiments, not an 
intimation occurs of the composition of water having been in- 
ferred by him from those experiments earlier than Mr. Watt’s 
paper of spring, 1788 , 
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Mention has already been more than once made of 
Dr. Priestley; and certainly history would imperfectly 
perform its office of recording the j^rogress of natural 
knowledge should it pass over liis important discoveries 
without the large share of attention Jind of pniise which 
they are well entitled to claim. In turning, however, 
to recount the events of his life, we make a somewhat 
painful transition from contemplating in its perfection 
the philosophic character, to follow the course of on(‘ 
who united in his own person the part of the experi- 
mental inquirer after physical truth with that of the 
angry polemic and the fiery politician, leading some- 
times the life of a sage, tliough never perhaps I’ree from 
rooted and jierverted prejudice — sometimes that of a 
zealot against received creeds and established in- 
stitutions, and in consequence of liis intemperance, 
alternately the exciter and the victim of jKU-secution. 
Nevertheless, the services which he rendered in the 
former and better capacity, ouglit to be lield in grate- 
ful renieinbraiice l)y the cultivators of physical science. 
Nor are we to suppose that even in his polemical ca- 
jiacity lie was not in juirsuit of truth. lie may hare 
had a tendency to oppose established o[)inions ; i 
disposition which led him, as he says himself, at the 
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age of twenty ‘^to embrace what is generally called the 
heterodox side of every question,”* just as he had a 
disposition pertinaciously to keep by the received and 
erroneous chemical theory ; but if he thought for him- 
self, and followed the bent of his convictions, we have 
no right to doubt his conscientious motives, the more 
especially as his heterodox dogmas, always manfully 
avowed, never brought him anything but vexation and 
positive injury in his temporal concerns. The perti- 
nacity with which lie defended to the end of his days 
the chemical doctrine of Phlogiston, and the equal 
zeal with which he attacked the theological tenets of 
original sin and the atonement, alike proceeded from 
sincere conviction, and no one has a right to blame 
him for either of these opinions, even if it he quite 
clear that he was wrong in both. 

Josejdi Priestley was the son of a cloth-dresser at 
liirstal-Fieldhead, near Leeds, and was born there 
loth of jMarch (old style), His family appear to 

have been in humble circumstances; and he was taken 
off their hands after the death of his mother by his 
jiateriial aunt, with whom he went to live when nine 
yenrs old, and who sent him to a free school at l^atley, 
in the neighliourhood. There lie learnt something of 
(Jreek and Latin, and a dissenting minivster taught 
him a little Hebrew in the vacation of the grammar- 
school. To this lie added some knowledge of other East- 
ern languages connected with Biblical literature ; he 
made a considerable piogress i ’ Syriac and Chald(*an, 
and begar to learn Arabic ; he also had a little instruc- 
tion in the inatheiratics from a teacher who had been 

* Works — Memoirs, vol. i. jMirt i. p. 25. 

2 D 2 
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educated under Maclaurin, at Edinburgh. But in this 
sciencehe made very little proficiency.* Indeed his whole 
education was exceedingly imperfect, and excepting in 
Hebrew and in Greek he never afterwards improved 
it by any systematic course of study ; but in both these 
languages he became well versed, and especially used 
always to read the Scriptures in the original tongues. 
Even in chemistry, which of the sciences he best knew 
and in which he made so imj)ortant a figure, he was 
only half taught ; and he himself acknowledged, after 
having failed to obtain a chemical lectureship, that he 
never could have atv|uitted himself properly in it, 
never having given much attention to the common 
routine of the science, and knowing but little of the 
common processes.” — “When 1 ])egan my experiments,” 
lie says, “ I knew V(*ry little of chemistry, and liad in 
a manner no idea of tlie subject before I attend(Ml a 
course of lectures at an academy wln^e I taught.” So 
that he was not well-informed, and had never studied 
either the theoretical or the practical parts of it, but 
just got possession of such portions of the subject as 
occasionally came within the scope of the experiments 
he was making, and the doctrines he was discussing at 
the time. His wliole writings, vdiich are numberless, 
and without method, or • stem, or clo.seness, or indeed 
clearnes.s, bear ample testimony to what we might ex- 
pect would be the result of so very imjH*rfect a found- 

* This is nianifcsr from .sovoral parts of iiis writings, although 
he in one pas.sagc of hLs correspondence speaks of having once been 
ver}” fond of tlje .study ; for in the same paper he sj)eaks of J5aron 
Maseres* work (‘ »Scri])tores Logarithniici') a.s if he had been the 
author, irisU:»d of the collector. — Mem. i. part ii. p. 490. 
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atfon as his scanty and rambling education had laid. 
That education, however, far from redounding to his 
discredit, very greatly enliances the merit of the man. 
He presents one of the memorablt! exam[)les of know- 
ledge pursued, science cultivated, and even its Itounds 
extended, by those whose circumstances made their e.\- 
ertions a continu(;d struggle against dilhculties which 
only virtue and genius like theirs could have overcome. 

He went to study for some years at tlie dissenting 
academy I’ounded by IMr. Coward, at Daventry, and 
since transferred to London, where it is in a kind 
of union, mutually lieneficial, with the Lniversity Col- 
lege. Mr. Ashworth liad succeeded the learned and 
pious Dr. Doddridge as its principal teacher, and 
under him Priestley remained till 1755. During the 
three years that he studied here, he and his intimate 
friends used to make a j»oint of reading, daily, ten pages 
of (Jreek, and every week one Greek play, a practice 
which they continued after they left the scliool, corre- 
sponding with each otlier on the subject of their studies. 
On (putting Daviuitry, having biken ortlers, he was 
appointed minister of a congregation at Needham Alar- 
ket, in Sullblk. He had been brought up by his father 
and aunt in the strictest Calvinistic principles, most 
of which lie very soon from conviction abandoned ; 
and so early did his spirit of free inipiiry show itself, 
that having before he left his aunt’s house desired to 
be admitted as a communicant at the chaptd ivhich .she 
attended, he was rejected by the minister on his prepa- 
ratory exc ininalion, ii; conseipience of dou’uts expressed 
respecting original sii., and eternal damnation as its 
punishment. He describes the deep distress into which 
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he was thrown by feeling that he was unable to ex- 
perience due contrition and repentance for Adatn’s 
fault ; and the rigid divine who tested the state of his 
mind on this jioint, withheld the sacred ordinances in 
consequence. At Needham his salary did not exceed 
thirty pounds, indeed it .seldom amounted to so much, 
and he could only subsist by the aid which certain dis- 
senting charities afforded to augment this poor stipend. 
His j)redecessor. Dr. Doddridge, had never received 
above thirty-five jiounds a-year, and his board then 
(1723) only cost him ten pounds. Priestley’s opinions 
proved distasteful to the congregation, who probably 
regarded the eternity of hell-torments as a |>eculiar pri- 
vilege rudely invaded by him ; and he removed in 1758 
to Nantwich, in Cheshire, where he obtained some thirty 
pupils, beside a few young ladies and a private tutorship 
in an attorney’s family. This increased his income, 
and enabled him, by means of the strictest frugality, to 
purchase a scanty apparatus ; for he had now added a 
little natural philosophy to his favourite theological 
studies, the fruit of which had been already two works, 
one of them against the atonement. I say a little natural 
philosophy ; for he confe.sses that when nine years later 
he began to write his ‘ History of Electricity,’ he was 
but imperfectly acquainted with the subject. It is a 
careless and 8Uf)erficial wo’k, hastily written, as is 
his ‘ History of Vision ;’ and the original experiments 
afforded no new information of any value. In 17()1 
he removed to V'arrington Acadenvy, in which he 
succeeded Dr. Aikiii as tutor in the belles lettres. 
On settling at Warrington he married the daughter ol 
Mr. Wilkinson, a respectable iron master in Wales. 
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She was an ainiahle woman, and endowed with great 
strength of mind, which was destined afterwards to be 
severely tried, liy lier he had several children, one of 
whom survived them both. 

He appears to have chiefly devoted himself to theo- 
logical studies, and hence the great disproj)ortion which 
his Hebrew and Greek learning bears to his other ac- 
quirements. Metaphysical s|)eculations, next to these, 
engaged his attention ; and the influence produced in 
his mind, and even his conduct, by Dr. Hiirtley’s cele- 
brated work (‘Observations on Man’), has Ijeen re- 
corded by himself. “ I hardly know,” he says, 
“ whether it more enlightens the nnderstjinding or 
improves the heart.” He says he also had studied com- 
position, aud mainly by the help of writing poetry, of no 
merit, but according to him the best means of learning 
to write good j)rose. That his taste, however, was some- 
what deficient in this respect we may fairly aflirni, 
when we find him ])ronouncinef, many years after, a 
decided opinion that Belsham's ‘ History’ is written 
in a better style than Robertson’s or Hume’s.* The 
universality of his attempts may be judged from his 
delivering at Warrington a course of lectures on ana- 
tomy. He sought relaxation from music, and learnt 
to play on the flute. He strongly recommends this to 
students, esjwcially, he says with some naivete, such 
as have no fine ear, “ for they will be the less annoyed 
by bivd music.” 

As early as during.' liis edu -ation at Daventry he 
had writti.n a work w Inch, however, was not published 
till twenty years later ; it was the ‘ Institutes of 

* Mem. and Cor. 1796, vol. i. part ii. p. 358. 
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Natural and Revealed Religion.’ But having once 
begun to publish in 1761, his appeals to the press were 
incessant, and on almost every subject. A ‘ Theory 
of Language,’ books on ‘ Oratory and Criticism,’ on 
‘ History and General Policy,’ on the ‘ Constitution and 
Laws of England,’ on ' Education,’ a ‘ Chart of Bio- 
graphy,’ a ‘Chart of History;’ these and others were 
all written while he resided at Warrington, from 1761 
to 1769. How well he was qualified to write on 
oratory and on English law, we may easily conjecture, 
from the circumstance that he could never have heard 
any sj)eaking save in the pulpits of meeting-houses, and 
in all probability had never seen a cause tried ; but even 
if he had been present at debates and trials, it is ditlicult 
to imagine anything more adventurous than the tutor 
of an academy, afflicted with an incurable stutter, and 
who devoted his time to teaching and to theology, pro- 
mulgating rules of elo(|uence and of jurisprudence to 
the senators and lawyers of his country. That we may 
come without interruption to his really useful studies, 
it may be well here to take notice of his other contro- 
versial writings. In consequence ofa disagreement with 
the Warrington trustees in 1767 he removed to L«;eds, 
where he became minister of the Mill-Hill chaj)el, 
and wrote many controversial books and pamphlets 
In after times he wrote '! fi tters to a Philosophical 
In.stitution ;’ ‘ An Answer to Gibbon ;’ ‘ Disquisitions 
on Matter and Spirit ;’ ‘Corruptions of Christianity 
‘ Early Opinions o > Chri' t ;’ * Familiar J^jtters to ihc 
Inhabitants of Birmingham ;’ ‘ Two Different Histo- 
ries of the Christian Church ;’ ‘ On Education ;’ ‘ Com- 
parison of Heathen and Christian Philosophy ;’ ‘ Doc- 
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trine of Necessity ‘ On the Roman Catholic Claims ;* 
‘On the French Revolution;’ ‘On the American 
W ar beside twenty volumes of tracts in favour of 
the Dissenters and their rights. 1 1 is general works 
fill twenty-five volumes,^ of which only five or six are 
on scientific subjects : his publications being in all one 
hundred and forty-one (in one year ten), of which 
only seventeen are on scientific matters. He is one of 
the most voluminous writers of any age or country, 
and probably he is of all voluminous writers the one 
who has the fewest readers. This arises from the circum- 
stance that, though his political opinions are shared 
by many, the bulk of his works are theological and 
metaphysical, but especklly theological ; and his re- 
ligious opinions were confined to an extremely small 
class of persons. Indeed it may be questioned if he was 
not in several respects the only person who held his 
peculiar faith upon all points. 

It happened, fortunately, that when he went to 
reside at Deeds in care of the Mill-Hill Chaj)el, 
his house immediately adjoined a common brewery, 
and this led him to make experiments upon the fixed 
air copiously produced during the process of ferment- 
ation. It must be observed, that long before this time 
the great step had been made by Black, of ascertaining 
that there are other permanently elastic fluids than our 
atmosphere, and which have properties wholly different 
from it. Cavendish, too, had very recently subjected 
both fixed and inflamuiable ai s (carbonic acid and 

* Edited by the ati'ectioiiate care of an able and worthy man, Mr. 
Towell Rutt. 
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hydrogen gases) to accurate experiments, showing 
their relative specific gravities, and proving that they 
were of the same nature from what bodies soever 
they were obtained. The probability was, that other 
gaseous fluids existed in nature as well as those two 
and common air. The experimenter had, therefore, 
thenceforth, his attention directed to meeting with 
these: and an examination of all the jtroducts of 
mixture and of heat, by precipitation or evapomtion, 
was now the natural course of experimental in(|uiry. 
At first, Priestley only tried in what way fixed air 
could be most easily combined with water ; he pub- 
lished in 1772 a pamphlet upon the means of 
effecting this union, and the condensing j)roccs.s which 
he em})loyed is used to this day. He soon after gave 
to the Royal Society his observations on diflerent kinds 
of air, which ascertained the important fact, that at- 
mospheric air, after having been corrupted by the re- 
spiration of animals or by the burning of inflammable 
bodies, is restored to salubrity by the v<;getjition of 
plants ; and that if the air is exj>osed to a mixture of 
sulphur and iron filings, as in one of Hales’s experi- 
ments, its bulk is diminished between a fourth and 
a fifth, and the residue is both lighter than common 
air and unfit to support life. This residue he called 
‘ Phlogistic air afterwards it was called ‘ Azotic ’ or 
‘Nitrogen gas;’ and Dr. Rutherford, of Edinburgh, 
as well as Priestley, though unknown to each other, 
discovered it about the :>ame time. For these ex[ieri- 
ments the Copley Medal wjls, in 1773, justly awarded 
to him by the Royal Society. 

The following year was destined to lie the period 
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of a discovery most iinport^int for science, and truly 
glorious for its author. Having exposed red-lead, or 
minium, in a close vessel to the sun’s rays concentrated 
by a burning-glass, he found that an aeriform body, 
permanently elastic, was evolved, and that this air had 
the peculiar property of increasing exceedingly the 
intensity of flame. This gas he called ‘ dephlogisticated 
air,’ upon the principle that the matter of heat and 
light, the phlogiston of Stahl, being abstracted from it 
by the return of the calx to its metallic state, which 
phlogiston was supposed by that theory to effect, 
the air had great avidity for phlogiston, and seized it 
from the inffammable bodies it came in contact with. 
This most important discovery, which he thus con- 
nected with an erroneous theory, was made on the 1st 
of August, 1774. He afterwards discovered that its 
absorption by the lungs in the process of respiration 
gives its red colour to arterial blood, as it was proved 
to act through the substonce of thin bladder; and he 
found that when plants grow in close vessels, and 
restore the purity of the air in which a candle has 
burnt or an animal breathed, they do so by evolving 
this pure air. The new nomenclature gave it the 
name of ‘ oxygen gas,’ from the belief then generally 
entertained that it was the acidifying principle. Ljsiter 
experiments have proved that there is at lejist one great 
exception to this in chlorine, formerly called ‘ oxy- 
genated muriatic acid :’ but now found to l)e wholly 
without oxygen, and to h. ve all the properties 
of an acid. But, inde<'d, wjiter itself, and the atmo- 
spheric air, having neither of them the nature of acids, 
are both contrary to the theoi*y ; and the fixed alkalis 



412 


PRIESTLEY. 


are found to owe their alkaline state and lose their 
metallic, like other oxides, by uniting with oxygen. 

Priestley is the undoubted discoverer of oxygen. He 
was the first who communicated a knowledge of it to 
Lavoisier, at Paris, soon after he had made the dis- 
covery ; nor can anything be more disingenuous than 
that celebrated person’s afterwards affirming that he, 
Priestley, and Scheele, had all discovered it “ about 
the same time.” He never discovered it until Priestley 
discovered it to .him. Bergmann’s suppressing in his 
book air knowledge of the experiments of Black and 
Cavendish, the former published twenty and the latter 
eight years before, was bad enough, but not equal to 
Lavoisier’s positive assertion contrary to what must 
have been his positive knowledge. 

This great discovery was far from being the last 
of its justly celebrated author. He discovered the 
gases of muriatic, of sulphuric, and of fluoric acids, 
ammonial gas, and nitrous oxide gas. He also dis- 
covered the combination which nitrous gas forms 
suddenly with oxygen ; diminishing the volume of 
both in proportion to that combination ; and he thus 
invented the method of eudiometry, or the ascertain- 
ment of the relative purity of different kinds of atmo- 
spheric air. 

It must not be forgotten, in considering the great 
merits of Priestley as an experimentalist, that he had 
almost to create the apparatus by which his processes 
were to be performed. He, for the most part, had to 
construct his instruments with his own hands, or if 
he employed others, he had to make unskilful work- 
men form them under his own immediate direction. 
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His apparatus, however, and his contrivances for col- 
lecting, keeping, transferring gaseous bodies, and for 
exposing substances to their action, were simple and 
effectual, and they continue to be still used by chemical 
philosophers without any material improvement. It 
was fortunate in this respect that he began his pneu- 
matic inquiries with seeking for the means of im- 
pregnating water with carbonic acid ; this inquiry 
naturally turned his attention to the contrivance of 
apparatus and generally of manipulations, serviceable in 
the examination of bodies whose invisible form and 
elastic state renders inapplicable to them the machi- 
nery of the old laboratory, calculated only for solids 
and liquids. 

The pertinacity with which Priestley clung to the 
phlogistic theory is marvellous. It might have been 
expected, that the fact of a combustion leaving the 
residue, whether of two gases, or of a gas and an in- 
flammable body, exactly equal in weight to the sum of 
the weights of the bodies burnt and which had disap- 
peared in the process, would have Ixjen accepted as a 
proof that these two bodies had entered into an union, 
giving out the latent heat which had previously held 
the gaseous body or bodies in a state of aeriform 
fluidity. It might, in like manner, have been ex- 
pected, that when a metal, by absorbing oxygen gas, 
becomes calcined, and gains in Aveight precisely the 
weight of the gas which has disappeared, the calcination 
should be ascribed to the gas, and that the reproduction 
of the gas by heat, or by its abstraction by electric 
affinity for some other body, should be allowed to 
restore the metallic state by simply severing that 
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union of the gas and the metal which had changed 
it. But nothing could overcome Priestley’s repugnance 
to give up phlogiston : he adhered to it while he lived ; 
he never would believe that water was formed of the 
two gaseous bodies whose combustion and disappear- 
ance leaves a weight of liquid equal to their joint 
weights ; he always imagined that water was held in 
suspense by these gases and precipitated on their 
disappearing. He never would believe that metals 
owe their malleability and lustre to any cause other 
than phlogiston, or lose their properties except by 
combining with oxygen, which takes the phlogiston 
from them. He never would believe that combustion 
is anything but the phlogiston leaving the inflammable 
body and joining the oxygen ; or that when an acid 
is formed hy the burning, that acid contains the 
oxygen and the combustible base. That his obstinate 
unbelief was perfectly disinterested no one can doubt. 
The discoverer of oxygen, and of the true cause of re- 
spiration, had, of all men, the strongest interest in 
assenting to a theory which was wholly founded upon 
his own discovery, and which made him the imme- 
diate, as Bhick was tlie more remote, author of modern 
chemical science — made him the philosopher who had 
raised the superstructure upon the foundation which 
his predecessor had laid. 

The merit of Dr. Pria tley, as a cultivator of science, 
was the activity with which he made experiments — the 
watchful attention with which he observed every 
phenomenon, following the minutest circumstances of 
each process— tlie versatility with which he prosecuted 
each new idea that arose from his trials — his diligence 
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in recording all the particulars, as if well aware how 
much depends in every branch of inductive philosophy 
upon allowing no fact to escape, when we are con- 
fessedly in search of light, and can never tell how any 
given fact may l>ear on the unknown conclusion to 
which our analytical process is leading us. As a 
reasoner his powers were far less considerable. He 
possessed not the sound judgment, the large circum- 
spection, which enables men to weigh the relative value 
of either reasons or facts. He was cautious enough and 
drew little from his imagination in feigning hypotheses, 
if it be not the reasons which he invented from time 
to time for the purpose of sustaining the desperate 
fortunes of the phlogistic theory, and making the 
facts bend to it as they successively arose with a force 
capable of shivering it in pieces. But he was also 
deficient in the happy sagacity which })ierces through 
apparent dissimilarity, and ranges things apparently 
unlike under the same class — he had not that chas- 
tened imagination which can see Ijeyond the fact present 
to the senses — in a word, he was much greater as a 
collector of new facts than a reasoner upon them — and 
his inductive capacity was inferior to his power of ex- 
|)erimenting and of contriving the means of observation. 
Perhaps his want of general scientific acquirements, 
and his confined knowledge of chemistry, itself contri- 
buted to the activity and the boldness with which he 
performed novel exj)eriments, while the same defect 
impaired his capacity as an inductive philosopher. It 
is extremely probable that the strict attention to prin- 
ciple, the methodical systematic spirit which prevailed 
over the inquiries of Black and of Cavendish — the 
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scientific views which directed the contrivance of all 
their processes, never leading them to make any trial 
without some definite object in view, prevented them 
from performing many experiments, — from stooping, as 
it were, to try things which Priestley did not disdain 
to try from his more empirical turn of mind — what 
Mr. Watt, in a letter, calls “his random haphazarding.” 

In 1779, when Captain Cook was preparing to sail 
upon his second voyage, Mr. Banks, who took a great 
interest in it from having been engaged in the first, 
invited Dr. Priestley to accompany the Captain as as- 
tronomer to the expedition. Advantageous terms were 
proposed, including a provision for his family. He 
entertained the proposal, and then agreed to it ; but 
objections were taken by the clerical members of the 
Board of Longitude, not to his ignorance of astronomy 
and of natural history, but to his Socinian principles in 
religion, which one might have supposed could exer- 
cise but a limited influence upon his observations of 
the stars and of plants. I know not if the same 
scientific authorities objected, on like grounds, in the 
council of the Koyal Society, to receiving papers ufion 
his chemical discoveries. It is certiiin that a like in- 
fluence prevented Professor Playfair from afterwards 
proceeding to India, where he had designed to prosecute 
his inquiries into the science of the Hindoos. Such 
passages stamp the liir tory of a great nation with 
indelible infamy in the eyes of the whole world. 

In 1773, when his fame had been established by his 
first discoveries, and the Royal Society had crowned his 
paper with their medal, Priestley accepted an invita- 
tion from Lord Shelburne, afterwards first Maf(juis of 
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Lansdowne, to fill the place of librarian and philoso- 
jdiic companion, with a salary of 250/,, reducibh; to 
150/. for life should he quit the employment. An 
additional allowance of 40/. a-year was given by this 
truly munificent patron for the expense of apparatus 
and exj)eriments ; homes were provided for his family 
in the neighbourhood both of Lord Shelburne’s town 
and country residence ; nor can anything be easily 
conceived more truly gratifying to a man of right 
feelings, and of a noble ambition, than the reflection 
must have been, that the discovery of oxygen was made 
under his roof, and with the funds wliich his disin- 
terested liberality had provided for his philosophic 
guest. ith whatever dillerence of sentiments states- 
men may at any time view Lansdowne House, the 
lovers of science to the latest ages will gaze with 
veneration on that magnificent pile, careless of its 
architectural beauties, but grateful for the light which 
its illustrious founder caused to beam from thence over 
the whole range of natural knowledge ; and after the 
structure shall have yielded to the fate of all human 
w^orks, the ground on which it once stood, consecrated 
to iar otlu^r recollections than those of conquest or of 
power, will l>e visited by the pilgrim of philosophy with 
a deeper fervour tlian any that fills the bosom near the 
forum or the caj>itol of ancient Rome. 

In 17S0 Priestley settled at Birmingham, where he 
was chosen minister of the principal Dissenting con- 
gregation. lie had left Lansdowne House without 
any difference to interrupt the friendship of its inmates ; 
and some years aftei’wards ar* offer to return, made on 
the death of Lord Lansdowne s friends, Dunning and 
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Lee, Wiis declined.* A subscription among his friends 
furnished the means of prosecuting his experimental 
researches ; and he declined an offer to obtain for hirti 
a pension from the Government. A shade is cast upon 
this passage of his history by the circumstance of the 
pecuniary aid which he thus received being only in a 
small part rendered necessary for his experimenbil pur- 
suits. ]\Ir. Parker, the eminent optician, furnished him 
for nothing all the instruments made by him, as did Mr. 
Wedgwood all his earthenware utensils. Y et we find in 
his correspondence a painful thankfulness expressed, in 
any thing rather than the language of a ])hilosopher, to 
Mrs. Rayner and Mr. Lee, for “ seasonable benefactions.” 
The “apology” which he evidently feels required for 
this kind of dependence is not at all confined to the “ ex- 
pense of his philosofdiical and theological studies;” he 
refers also to the education of his children, and to the 
expenses of housekeeping occasioned by his reputation f 
It is not invidious to observe that, be a man’s celebrity 
ever so great, he is not bound to incur any expenses in 
keeping hospitality, if these, “ exceeding twice his own 
income” (and that, with the pension of Lord Lins- 
downe, not an inconsiderable one), can only be met by 
the large “ l>enefactions” of his friends. He names 
fifteen who gave him by subscription a yearly allow- 
ance, all tlie while he chose to decline an offer made to 

* This offer, and Lord Laiisclowjie’s frank (IcKjIaration tliat he never 
had any fault to find with his entitles us to state that no 

quarrel, nor any tiling lik(^ it, ha<l oceurred. Nevertlieless Triest- 
l(»y*8 offer to visit his Lorflship when he occasionally came to Tjondon 
wus politely declined. I'oiitical reasons apparently caused this 
refusal. 

I Memoirs, vol. i., part i., page 217. 
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procure a pension from the Government, “ wishing to 
preserve himself independent of every thing conneiited 
with the Court.” We must on this be content to 
remark, that different men entertiiin different notions 
of independence. 

Settled at Birmingham, he continued, however, his 
controversial writings, and engaged eagerly in conflict 
with Gibbon u])on his celebrated chapters respecting 
the Early History of Christianity, and with Bishop 
Horsley upon the Socinian doctrines. In the latter 
controversy the Episcopal and the Sectarian tempe- 
rature, both high, were not very unequal ; but in the 
former the minister of the Gospel had all the heat to 
himself — at least in the layman it was latent, if it 
existed at all. He was desirous of drawing his 
adversary into a controversy, and, failing in this, lost 
his temper, and had the vulgar recourse to calling 
names and imputing motives. Mr. Gibbon may have 
shown some su|)eroiliousnes8 in his treatment of this 
angry polemic ; but he certainly had a good right to 
inarvtd at the intolerance of one whose heterodoxy was 
so universal as to “condemn by circumscribing the 
inspiration of the Evangelists, and to condemn the reli- 
gion of every Christian nation as a fable l,ess innocent, 
not less absurd, than INIahomet’s journey to the third 
heaven.” How fortunate it was that Priestley lived in 
an age when the use of actual lire is withheld from 
theological disj)utants, as a mode of argumentation, 
must appear from the wonder he expresses at David 
Hume’s monument having btien so long suffered to 
offend the pious eyes of the Edinburgh people — an ex- 
pression >vhicli might seem to convey a hint that he 

2 E 2 
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would have taken care to avoid, after he had himself 
felt the weight of the popular hand when called in to 
settle theological disputes. 

Having taken, as was his wont, an active but not a 
very teiujierate part in the controversy to which the 
French Revolution gave rise, and having published a 
‘ Reply’ to Mr. Uurke’s famous pamphlet, he was early 
in 1791 made a citizen of the French Republic. An 
ironical and somewhat bitter pamphlet against the 
high church party still further excited the leelings ol 
the peo[de against him ; and a dinner being given on 
the 14th of July to celel>rate the anniversary of 
the attack upon the Rastille, the mob attacked the 
tavern where the party were assembled. Dr. Priestley 
was not present, but his. chapel and house were 
immediately alter assailed. His library, manuscripts, 
and apiiaratus were destroyed ; his jterson and liis 
family escaped. The compensation which he ob- 
tained, ]jy an action against the hundred, fell short, 
according to his own account, by 2000/. of his loss. 
As, however, an itmjde sul)scription was made for 
him, and as his brother-in-law generously gave him 
10,000/., with an annuity of 200/. for life, he could not 
1)0 other than a large gainer by the execrable violenc(! 
of which he had been the victim ; and as he never 
allowed any of his writings to remain unpublished for 
even the shortest time iier they were finished, it is not 
likely tliat any loss of an irreparable kind was incurred 
by the burning of his pajwjrs. He found, however, 
that he could no longer reside with comfort in the 
scene of such outrageous proceedings, and among a 
community which had so shamefully countenanced 
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them. He removed to London, and succeeded his 

friend. Dr. Price, as Principal of the Hackney 
Academy. Late in the month of Septeml)er, 1792, 
he was elected by the department of the Orne a 
member of the National Convention, about to assemble 
after the subversion of the French monarchy. This 
singular honour bestowed on him, as well for his 
philosophical fame as for his political services and the 
persecutions to which they had exposed liim, he re- 
spectfully declined, giving as his reason that he was 
not familiar with the French language, and had not 
devoted his time sufliciently to legislative duties. But 
this moderation disarmed not his enemies — he was pur- 
sued by the intolerant spirit of the times. He found 
himself shunned by his former associate's in science. 
Even the Royal Society did not alford an exception 
to this persecuting loyalty, or a shelter from its effects ; 
and in the spring of 1794 he withdrew to America. 
Here he again suffered consideralcle disapj)ointment. 
His religion was too much for those who had ceased to 
care for sacred things, and far too scanty for those who 
still were Christians, while his republican opinions 
were exceedingly distasteful because they were tinged 
with a decided admiration of Prance. He continued, 
however, to inhabit the country, and to prosecute his 
studies, chiefly theological. He received contributions 
regularly from his benefactors in Plngland, IMrs. Raynor 
and the Duke of (irafton ; but these, tliough acknow- 
ledged by him in the same unpleasant style as eleemo- 
synary (“ very acceptable benevolences”), were for tlie 
most j)art on a dili’erent f'oting from the Knglish 
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charities ; they appear generally to have been required 
for the propagation of their Unitarian opinions, to 
which the parties were all so zealously attached. 

He settled at Northumberland, in an uncleared dis- 
trict, where he purchased three hundred acres of land ; 
and his youngest son, Henry, then a very fine young man 
of eighteen, devoted himself to the clearing and culti- 
vating this woodland spot, working with his labourers 
and sharing their toils. The father himself ])artook 
of this labour for two or three hours daily. On Sun- 
days he frequently preached, and when he visited 
Philadelphia he always did so. He devoted the rest 
of his time to his works, jwirticularly his ‘ Church 
History and he wrote answers to Paine and Volncy. 
He was much obstructed in his ))hilosophical pursuits 
by the want of proper accommodation for his apparatus, 
and he only wrote three tracts on chemical subjects 
during the ten years of his residence in America ; two 
of which were merely arguments on j)hlogi8ton, and the 
third alone had any exjK?riments, written eight years 
before his death. 

At the end of 1795 he suffered a heavy affliction in 
the death of his son Henry, after a few days’ illness ; 
and in ten months more he also lost his wife. These 
blows, though he felt their weight, did not at all 
crush him; his resignation was exemplary; and his 
steady, enthusiastic faith i.; Kevelation gave liim a cer- 
tain hoj)e of meeting before many years should elapse 
with those whom he had lost. Indeed, his letters 
clearly show that he regarded the sundering of these 
ties far less attentively than their restoration. A few 
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days after his son’s death he writes to his most inti- 
mate friend and constant correspondent, Theophihis 
Lindsay, recounting tlie particulars of his loss, and he 
adds that he is composing three discourses on Revela- 
tion against modern unbelievers. The letter next year 
announcing his wife’s death, begins with saying to the 
same friend how much he stands in need of his sym- 
pathy, and goes on to add, “ This day I bury my wife ; 
she died on Saturday after an illness of si fortnight.” 
lie adds some remarks on his literary occupsitions, and 
concludes with mentioning a plan he has of trsivelling 
to distract his mind.* No one wlio reads his letters 
Sind memoirs by himself csin doubt thsit this stoicsil 
firmness is not the result of si callous disposition, but 
the signsil triumph of a heartfelt belief in the promises 
of Religion over the weakness of our nsiture. 

It is, indeed, (|uite manifest that Religion w'sis as 
much sin active principle in him as in smy one who 
ever lived. Not only is it always uppermost in his 
thoughts, but he even regsirds temporal concerns of a 
public nature always in connexion with the Divine 
superintendence, sind even with the projshecies of 
Scripture. His letters are full of references to those 
prophecies sis besiring on psissing events, and he 
plainly says that since his removal to ^Vinerica he 
should care little for Eurojiesin events but for their 
connexion with the Old Testament. lie silso looked 
for an actual and materisil second coining of Christ 
upon earth. 

It is not true to affirm that he was little of a jioli- 


* Mein., vol, i. imrt ii. [). *^ 28 , . 
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tician, though in declining the seat in the A^ational 
Convention he says* his studies had l)een little directed 
towards legislation compared with theology and philo- 
sophy; and denies in a letter to AVilliam Smith that 
he ever taught or even mentioned politics to his pupils, 
as he had been charged with doing, among the innu- 
merable falsehoods of which he was the subject. Nor 
is the circumstance of his not attending political meet- 
ings at all decisive of his being little of a political agi- 
tator, because his incurable stutter ]>r(jvented him from 
taking a part in such proceedings. Jhit he wrote* in 
1774, at Franklin’s reejuest, an address to the j>eople 
on the American disjmtes, ju’evious to the general 
election. He answered Mr. Jhirke’s ‘ Ueflections on 
the French Revolution.’ He mixed in the (|ueslion 
of the Catholic claims; and he published in all no less 
than eleven political works, almost every one upon the 
topics of the day. It is e(|ually true, however, that 
theological controversy occupied him far more (‘on- 
stantly and engaged his mind far mow, de(;i)ly than 
political matters ; that lie was regularly a theologian 
and incklen tally a jiartisan. 

The cast of his political opinions was originally 
little mort* tending to democracy than those of Whigs 
usually are who have r<‘ad and discusstul more than 
they have reflected and seen. He used, indeed, to 
say that in j)olitics he as a Trinitarian, though a 
Unitarian in religion. It must, however, be confessed 
that he went very much further in the same direction 
after the French Revolution liad set lire to the four 


* Mum., vul. i. part ii. p. 100 — 198. 
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quarters of the political world, and his admiration of 
republican principles might he measured l)y his zeal for 
the innovators of Frances with the success of whose 
arms he d(‘emed the safety of freedom to be bound iij)* 
AYheii we read his answer to the offer of a seat in 1792, 
and reflect that it was penned about three weeks afbir 
the horrible massacres of September, the worst of the 
atrocities which disfigured the Revolution, it moves 
our wonder to find a Christian minister accompanying 
his acknowledgment of the honour j)roj>oscd, that of 
l)eing enrolled among the authors of tlie tragedy so 
recently enacted, with no protest against the bloody 
course then ])ursuing, no excejdion to the uinpiali- 
fied admiration expressed of the youthful repuldic. 

In America we find his leanings are all against the 
Federal party, and his censures of the great Chief of 
the Union little concealed. lie felt for the dcuno- 
cratic ]>artv, the French alliance, the enemies of Eng- 
lish j)artia.lities, and he regarded AVashington as un- 
grateful because he would not, from a recollection of 
the services of France twenty years before 1o American 
iiid(?pendence, consent to make America dependent 
upon France. The indifferent reception which he met 
with in society was probal)ly owing to this ])arty vio- 
lence full as much as to the dislike of his Unitarian 
opinions. Rut it must ])e added, that his temper was 
so mild, and his manners so gentle, as to disarm his 
most prejudiced ad\ <*rsaries whensoever they came into 
his society. Many instances of this are given in his 
correspondence, of udiich one may be cited. He haj)- 
pened to visit a friend whose vife received him in her 
husband s absence, but feared to name him before a Cal- 



-426 


riUESTLEY. 


vinistic divine present. By accident his name was men- 
tioned, and the lady then introduced him. But he ol 
the Genevan school drew l)ack, saying, “Dr. Joseph 
Priestley ?” and then added in the American tongue, 
“ I cannot l)e cordial.” Whereupon the Doctor, with 
his usual placid demeanour, said that he and the lady 
might be allowed to converse until their host should 
return. By degrees the conversation became general ; 
the repudiator wtis won over by curiosity first, then by 
gratification ; he remained till a late hour hanging 
upon Priestley’s lips; he took his departure at length, 
and told the host as he quitted the liouse, tliat never 
had he passed so delightful an evening, though he ad- 
mitted that he had Itegun it “ by behaving like a fool 
and a brute.” One such anecdote (and there are many 
current) is of more force to describe its subject than a 
hundred laboured panegyrics. 

After the loss of his wife and his younger and 
favourite son, he continued with unabated zeal to 
pursue his theological studies, and publi.shed sevei’al 
works, both controversial and historical, beside 
leaving some which have been given to the world 
since his decease. He endeavoured, too, as far as he 
could, to j)ropagate the tenets of Unitarianism, and to 
collect and extend a congregation at Philadeljdiia 
attached to that doi-trine. At one l ime, in the sum- 
mer of 1797, entertaini'ig ho{)es of juiace in Europe, 
he had resolved to visit France, whiire he might 
communicate personally with his English friends ; and 
he even thought of making a purchase in that country 
on Avhich he might reside during a part of each year- 
So nearly did he contemplate this removal, that we 
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find him desiring the answers to letters he was 

o 

writing might be sent to the care of Messrs. Perregaux 
at Paris. The revolution of Fructidor, however (4th 
September, 1797), put an end to all prospects of peace, 
and the war soon raged in every quarter with re- 
doubled fury. He seems now to have derived his chief 
comfort from tracing the fancied resemblance l)etween 
the events ])assiiig before him and the jjrophecies in 
Scrij)ture ; though occasionally he felt much puzzled, 
and the book of J4aniel, especially, appears to have 
given him trouble and j)erplexity. When the peace 
came at last, his health was too mucli broken to 
permit any jdans to be executed such as he had four 
years before contemplated. 

In 1802 he became a confirmed invalid, suffer- 
ing from internal, and apparently organic, derange- 
ment. His illness was long and lingering, and he 
sulfered great pain with perfect patience for two 
years. The jirospect of death which he had liefore 
him did not relax his ai)plication to literary labour, 
his faculties remaining entire to the last. Neither did 
that awful certainty, ever present to his mind, affect 
him with sorrow or dismay. Tlie same unsliakeii 
belief in a future state, the same confident hope of 
immortal life which had su|)ported liiin under his 
affliction for tlu* death of others, cheered him while 
contem])lating the aj)proach of his own. In this 
happy frame of mind he gently expired on tlie Gth of 
February, 1804, in the seventy-second year of his age. 

flis character is r matter of no doul)t, and it is of a 
high order. That he was a most able, most indus- 
trious, most successiul student of nature, is clear; and 
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that his name will for ever be held in grateful remem- 
brance by all who cultivate physical science, and 
placed among its most eminent masters, is uncjues- 
tionable. That he was a perfectly conscientious man 
in all the opinions which he embraced, and sincere 
in all he published respecting other subjects, appears 
equally beyond dispute. He was, also, upright and 
honourable in all his dealings, and justly beloved by 
his family and friends as a man sj>otless in all the 
relations of life. That he was governed in his public 
conduct by a temper too hot and irritable to be con- 
sistent either with his own dignity, or with an amiable 
deportment, may be freely admitted ; and his want of 
self-command, and want of judgment in the practical 
affairs of life, was manifest above all in his controversial 
history ; for he can be charged with no want of pru- 
dence in the management of his private concerns. His 
violence and irritability, too, seems equally to have 
been confined to his public life, for in privjite all 
have allowed him the praise of a mild and attractive 
demeanour ; and we have just seen its great power 
in disarming the prejudices of his adversaries. 
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A GUKATER contrast between two men of science, both 
eminent benefactors to the same branch of know- 
ledge, can hardly be imagined than Cavendish offers 
to Priestley. He was thoroughly educated in all 
l)ranchcs of the Mathematics and Natural Philosophy ; 
he studied each systematically ; he lived retired from 
the world Jimong his books and his instruments, never 
meddling with the affairs of active life ; he passed his 
whole time in storing his mind with the kno\\ ledge im- 
parted by former inquirers and in extending its bounds. 
Cultivating science for its own sake, he was slow to 
appear l)ofore the world as an author ; had reached the 
middle age of life before he gave any work to the 
press ; and though he reached the term of four- 
score, never published a hundred pages. His methods 
of investigation were nearly as opposite as this 
diversity might lead us to expect ; and in all the 
accidental circumstances of rank and wealth the 
same contrast is to be remarked. He was a duke’s 
grandson ; he possessed a princely fortune ; his whole 
expenditure was on philosophical pursuits ; his wliole 
existence was in his laboratory or his library. If sucli 
a life presents littb* variety and few incidents to the 
vulgar observer, it iS a matte • of most interesting con- 
templation to all v/ho set its just value upon the 
cultivation of science, who reckon its successful pur- 
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suit as the greatest privilege, the brightest glory of 
our nature. 

Henry Cavendish was born at Nice, whither his 
mother’s health had carried her, the 10th of October, 
1731. He was the son of Lord Charles Cavendish, 
the last Duke of Devonshire’s great uncle, l)y the 
daughter of Henry Grey, Duke of Kent. His 
family, aware of the talents which he early showed, 
were anxious that he should take the ])art in public 
life which men of liis rank are w’ont to do, and were 
much displeased with his steady refusal to quit the 
studies which he loved. An uncle, disaf)proving of 
the course pursued towards him, made him his heir ; 
and so ample a fortune came into his possession tliat he 
left at his de<ith a million and a <|uarter ol’ money.* 
The Mathematics, and the various branches of Natural 
Philosophy, were the chief subjects of his study, and 
of all tliese sciences he was a consuinmate master. 

The discoveries of IJlack on carbonic acid and 
labmt heat, appear to have drawn his attention to tlu^ 
cultivation of pneumatic chemistry ; and in ITGO he 
communicated to the Hoyal Society liis experiments 
for ascertaining the jiroperties of carbonic acid and 
hydrogen gas.f I le carried his mathematical habits 
into the laboratory ; and not satisfied with showing 
the other qualities which make it clear that tliese two 


* ]Vr. Jiiot’s article in the Univ. makes liim the son of the 

Duke of J Devonshire, and states Jiis yearly income at 300,000/. 
sterling, and yet giv(*s the projx'rty he left at only 1,200, (XX)/. — so 
that lie must have nt 3(X).<XX)/. a year, and also (lissiiiated five 
millions. Such errors seem incrr^clible. 

t Three papers containing experimenls on factitious air. Thil 
Trans., 176(3, p. 141. 
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jieriform substances are eacli generis, and the 
same from whatever substances, by wliatever pro- 
cesses, they are ol)tained ; nor satisfied with the mere 
fact that one of them is heavier, and the other much 
lighter, than atmospheric air, — he incjuired into the 
precise numerical relation of their specific gravities 
with one another and with common air, and first 
showed an examjdc; of weighing permanently elastic 
fluids : unless, indeed, Torricelli may be said l)efore 
liim to have slio\vn tlie relative weiglit of a column of 
air and a column of mercury : or the common pump 
to hav(‘ long ago compared in this respect air with 
wahir. It is, however, sufliciently clear, that neither 
of these experiments gave the relative measure of one 
air with anotlnu’ : nor, indeed, could they be said to 
compare common air with either mercury or water, 
although they certainly showed the relative specific 
gravitic^s of the two bodies, taking air for the middle 
term or common measure of their weights. 

Tlie common accounts in chemical and in biogra- 
phical works are materially incorrect respecting the 
manner in which JMr. Cavendish was led to make liis 
great ex])eriment upon the composition of water in 
1781 and the following years. It is said, that while 
making his experiments on air in 1705 and 176G, he 
had observed for the first time, that moisture is pro- 
duced by the combustion of inflammable air, and that 
this led him, sixteen or seventeen years later, to com- 
plete the synthetical formula of water, and to find 
that the moisture that he had before observed was 
simple wat(‘r/’'^ Nothing can be more erroneous than 


* Penny Cyelopictlia, voL vi. p. 39*?. This and other piinilar 
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this whole stiiteiiient. In Mr. Cavendish’s paper, of 
1766, upon lixed and inflaininable airs, there is not 
one word said of the moisture formed by the com- 
bustion ; and resj)ecting inflammable air, the experi- 
ments are confined entirely to its burning or exploding, 
to its specific gravity, and to its production. The paper 
of 1784 is, in fact, entitled ‘ Experiments upon Air,’ and 
it rominences with stating, not that those experiments 
were undertaken with any view to the water formed 
by burning inflammable air, but that they were made 
‘'with a view to find out the cause of the diminution 
which common air is well known to sulTer by all tlui 
various ways in which it is phlogisticated, and to 
discover what becomes of flie air thus lost or con- 
sumed and the author adds, that besides “ determining 
this fact, they also threw light on the constitution 
and means of production of dephlogisticated air.” In- 
stcfid of ref(‘rring to any former observation of his own 
either in 1766, or sulisequently, on the moistun? left 
by burning inflammable air, he expressly refers to 
Mr. Warlt ire’s ol)servation of this moisture, as ndated 
by Dr. Priestley: and both Mr. Warltire’s ol)servation 
and Dr. Priestley’s publication were made in 178 1, 
Upon this observation Mr. Cavendisli proceeded to 
further <!X])eiiments, with the vimv of ascertaining 
“ what Ixicomes of the air lost by jdilogistication.” 


accounts an? plainly ^ivcri hy sonic persons who nev^T read Mr. 
Cavendish’s writings. Dnt a still greater error occurs in them: 
they repre^sent him as liaving first shown that fixtid and infiainmable 
airs are separate inxln s from common air ; whereas Dr. Black, in his 
Lecturc.s from 17o.3 downwanis, showed this distinctly by his experi- 
mc?nts, proving clearly that th(*se gftses have nothing in comnioii 
with the atmospheric air (vol. ii., p. 87, 88). 
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For this purpose, he introduced a portion of hydrogen 
gas into a globe or balloon of glass, sufficiently strong 
to resist the expansive force of the combustion which 
had often been observed in mines, and also in experi- 
ments upon a smaller scale, to produce an explosion. 
He adapted to the globe two wires of metal, fixing 
them in air-tight sockets, and bringing their points 
within a short distance of ciich other in the inside 
of the globe ; so that, by an electrical machine, he 
could send the spark or the shock from the one point 
to the other, through the gases mixed together in the 
globe. He found that the whole of the hydrogen gas 
disappeared by the combustion thus occasioned, and a 
considerable portion also of the common air. Water 
was, as usual, found in small (juantity, and an acid was 
also formed. He then weighed accurately the air of 
both kinds which he exposed to the stream of elec- 
tricity, and he afterwards weighed the liquid formed by 
the combustion ; he found that the two weights cor- 
responded with great accuracy. It was difficult to 
resist the inference that the union of the two airs had 
taken place ; and it might further have been inferred 
thc'it the latent heat which held them in an elastic 
state had been given out, forming the flame which 
was produced ; and that water was formed by the 
union of the two airs, having, of course, less latent 
heat than was required to keep them in a gaseous 
state ; but Mr. Cavendish did not approve of this 
manner of stating the conclusion which Mr. \^'^att 
had adopted, because of doubts which he had resj)ect- 
ing the i.ature of heat.* The residue of the com- 


• Page 140. 
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bustion, however, was two-fold : there was an aeriform 
body left in the glass vessel, as well as liquid in the 
bottom. This was much smaller in volume than the 
air which had filled the globe before the combustion, 
because the hydrogen gas and part of the common 
air had disappeared. This aeriform residue was also 
of a different nature from common air ; it was found 
to lie the phlogistic air of Priestley ; the azotic air 
of Rutherford : and the air consumetl in burning 
the hydrogen gas must, therefore, be the vital air 
or oxygen gas of the atmosphere. By another ex- 
jieriment be more fully ascertained this : for, liurning 
oxygen gas with hydrogen gas, nearly the whole 
aeriform contents of the globe disappeared, and water, 
ecjual in weight to the two gases foken together, 
remained as the produce of the combustion ; but 
still an acid was formed, unless in some cases, when 
very pure oxygen gas was used. 

Thus was effected the important discovery of the com- 
position of water, which Watt had inferred some time 
before from a careful examination of the similar facts 
collected by former experimentalists ; one of whom, 
Warltire, had even burned the gases in a close vessel, 
find by means of electricity. The conclusion arrived at 
by Mr. Cavendish from his capital exjieriment was, in 
his own words, that “ dcnhiogisticated air is in reality 
nothing but dephlogisticated water, or water deprived of 
its phlogiston, or in other words, that water consists of 
dephlogisticated air united to phlogiston, and that 
inflammable air either pure phlogiston, or else water 
united to phlogiston and he then gives his rea.son8 in 
favour of the second inference, namely, that inflammable 
air is water united to phlogiston ; but he repeatedly 
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dwells on the preference due to this inference over 
the conclusion that inflammable air is pure phlogiston.* 
This statement of the theory is somewhat less distinct 
than Mr. Watt’s, who considered water to be dephlo- 
gisticated air united to inflammable air or pure phlo- 
giston, and both deprived of their latent heat. But he, 
as well as Mr. Cavendish, expresses himself with some 
hesitation, and even, like him, in some passages enter- 
tains the idea of water as united in a small proportion 
with inflammable air. The theory, though nearly 
comjdeted by those great chemists, was perhaj)s first 
stated with jterfect certainty and distinctness by La- 
voisier.'l' 

In the combustion of hydrogen gtis with common 
air, and even with impure oxygen gas, Cavendish had 
observed that the water was slightl}' tinged with 
acid, though not always when pure oxygen gas 
was used for the operation. He therefore devist?d 
an experiment which should ascerUvin the nature 
of this acid, and in what manner it was formed. He 
passed the electric spark through common air with- 
out any hydrogen gas being present ; the air was 
in a receiver over mercury, and the operation was of 
long continuance, on account of the slowness with 
which the combination is formed of the two gases 
whereof the atmosphere is composed. He had not 
sup{)osed that the hydrogen had any share in forming 
the acid ; his theory being that water, and not acid, is 
the produce of that gas’s combustion. He naturally 

* I’liilosophical Tiaasqctions, ;784, p. 137, HO. 

t See Appsiidi.x to i!ie Life of Watt. 

2 K 2 
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Suspected the acid to be the produce of some union 
between the azote and the oxygen of the atmosphere. 
He left the process in the hands of a committee of his 
scientific friends, fellow-members of the Royal Society; 
and after some weeks of constantly passing the electric 
fluid through a limited portion of air, a small <juan- 
tity of liquid was formed, which readily combined 
with a solution of potfish in water sent up through 
the mercury. This union was found to be common 
nitre, having all the qualities of that well-known sub- 
shince. It detonated with charcoal ; it sparkled when 
paj)er impregnat*?d with it was burnt; it gave out 
nitrous fumes when sulphuric acid was poured on it. 
There could, therefore, no doubt whatever now exist 
that nitrous acid is composed of the two airs deprived 
of latent heat, which form our atmosphere; that it is 
a true oxide of azote. 

The undivided merit of this imporhint discovery has 
never been denied to Mr. Cavendish. Even Lavoisier 
could not intrude ; but his avidity to claim a share in 
all discoveries had been exerted resj>ecting the conijwsi- 
tion of water, whicli he asserts in his ‘ Elements of 
Chemistry’ to have been discovered by himself and Mr. 
(Javendish aliout the same time. I have shown clearly 
in the Ap|>endix to the Life of Mr. Watt, that the dis- 
covery had teen previo(i«'y communicated to the French 
philosopher ; but it is worth while to consider the ex- 
periment upon which he grounded his claim ; and 
that experiment, when examined, is found wholly 
insufficient to prove the position, even if it had teen 
contrived and performed tefore the communication of 
Watt’s and Cavendish’s discovery. OT that discovery 
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it was plainly a corollary — ^by that discovery it was 
manifestly suggested. 

The former experiments, both those of Cavendish 
and those on which Watt reasoned, were all syn- 
thetical and decisive — that of Lavoisier was analytical 
and radically defective. It proved nothing conclusively : 
it was well enough after the ex^ierimentum crucis had 
demonstrated the proposition ; to that proposition it was 
a corollary — it was nothing like a critical experiment. 
He placed water in a retort exposed to heat ; the vapour 
of the retort, when the water boiled, was passed through 
a tube (a gun barrel with the breech-pin knocked out 
was generally used) ; the tube, if made of earthenware, 
had iron filings jdaced in its course ; it was placed 
in a lire ; its further extremity was connected with a 
receiver, in which cold water or mercury rose to fill it 
entirely. As the water slowly boiled there came 
through the tube, and into the glass receiver, a current 
of gas, which, upon examination, was found to be hy- 
drogen gas, while the iron filings were converted into 
calx or oxide. The weight of the gas produced, added 
to the weight ac(|uired by the gun barrel or by the 
filings during the process, was found to be nearly equal 
to the weight lost by the water in the retort. Hence 
the inference was, that the lost jHjrtion of water had 
been decomposed into its two elements, the oxygen gas 
forming the calx of the iron and the hydrogen gas being 
received in the glass vessel. But the adversaries of the 
new doctrine had an answer to this inference far more 
formidable than any that they could urge against the 
conclusioii drawn from the synt'netical experiment. The 
analytical exjieriment was liable to all the uncertainty 
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of the process called the destructive distillation. The 
substances found might have been the product, and not 
merely the educt of the process. It is known that if coal 
or oleaginous bodies be distilled in close vessels there are 
obtained gases and water and acids which never existed 
in the matters subjected to the action of the lire. The 
component parts of these matters enter into new com- 
binations with one another under the action of heat, just 
as a tallow candle or an oil lamp gives lamp-black and 
water in burning, though no water, but only hydrogen, 
nor of course any lamp-black, exists in the billow and the 
oil. So, in Lavoisier’s exjierinient, the water might 
contain only oxygen and hydrogen, and the action of 
the hot iron might have separated them from each other. 
But it was also ((uite possible that the iron gave out 
hydrogen, and that the hot water was partly kept in 
solution by this gas, partly combined with the iron, for 
on that sup[iosition the combined weight of the calcined 
iron and the hydrogen gas would be exactly e<|ual 
to the united weight of the water evaporated, and of 
the iron before calcination. The previous discovery of 
Watt and Gavendish is liable to no such amliiguity ; 
and it has the merit of also removing all ambiguity 
from the experiment of Jjavoisier, which it manifestly 
suggested. 

'I’hese great discov<*r>#“i placed Cavendish in the 
highest rank of philosophers. No one doubted of 
nitrous acid ; that he was the undisputed discoverer of 
the composition of water, before Mr. M’att’s claim, is 
equally certain; nor, even now, is it neces.sary for 
the defenders of Watt’s priority to deny that Cavendish 
made the great step without any previous knowledge 
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of Watt’s reasoning, while all admit that his cxpe- 
rirtnentum crucis was of the greatest value in com- 
pleting the foundation on which Watt’s happy infer- 
ence had been built. Lavoisier’s attempt to intrude 
himself was wholly unsuccessful ; it had no effect 
^ whatever except to tarnish his reputation, already 
injured sufficiently by his similar attempt to share in the 
discovery of oxygen. All men held Cavendish’s name 
as enrolled among the greatest discoverers of any age, 
and only lamented that he did not pursue his brilliant 
career with more activity, so as to augment still farther 
the debt of gratitude under which he had laid the 
scientific world. 

The reader, especially the French reader, must not 
suppose that any prejudice respecting Lsivoisier has 
dictated the remarks occasionally made in the course of 
this work upon his pretensions as a discoverer. It is 
scarcely possible to estimate too highly the services 
which he rendered to chemical science by his labours. 
The truly philosophic spirit which guided his researches 
had not lieen found to prevail much before his time in 
the speculations of chemists. He had a most liappy 
facility in reducing the knowledge of scattered and 
isolated facts to a system. His talent for generalization 
has not often been surpassed ; and it led him, together 
with his admirable freedom from preconceived preju- 
dice, and his resolute lioldness of investigation in 
unfrequented paths, to make some of the most felicitous 
inductions, well deserving the title of discoveries, that 
have ever been made, although the materials of his 
inferences were obtained from the experiments and 
observations of his predecessors, and his own exjieri- 
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ments, except on the nature of the diamond, led to no 
material extension of our chemical knowledge. Stri[>t 
of the plumes in which he sought to array himself, re- 
pulsed front the avenues by which he would fain have 
intruded himself among those whose experiments led 
at once to great discoveries, he is now, on all hands, 
allowed to have never made us acquainted with a single 
new gjis, or a new substance of any kind, or, exccjtt 
as to carbon, with a single new combination of tlie 
old. He did not, like Hlack, discover carbonic acid 
or latent heat — he did not, like Priestley, discover 
oxygen — he did not, like Scheele, di-scover chlorine 
— he did not, like Davy, discover the alkaline metals — 
or like Cavendish, by direct experiment, show how 
water and nitrous acid are constituted — or, like Jler- 
thollet, explain of what .'immonia consists. Hut it is 
equally confessed that, by sound and ha|»j»y reasoning 
on the ex|)eriments of others, he showed how th<; 
process of coml>ustion and of calcination takes place, 
and to him and his individual researches we owe the 
imf)ortant discovery that fixed air, however gemwated, 
whetlier by respiration or by combustion or by fermen- 
tation (its three great sources, as proved by Hlack), is the 
combination of oxygen and carbon. Nor is it any deroga- 
tion from his claims to th«f title of a discoverer of jihysical 
truths that his generalization pushed too far made him 
regard oxygen as necessary to all combustion and all 
acidification, whereas it l»as been found that heat and 
light are abundantly evolved both by the combustion of 
metals and sulphn- in close vessels — by thecoml)ustion 
of hydrogen and azotic gsm — and by the combination of 
metals with chlorine ; and also that chlorine, an acid 
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^of the strongest kind, contains no oxygen at all, while 
the alkalis themselves are oxides. 'I'he doctrine of 
latent heat was happily applied by him to the union of 
gases with bodies, and if he had only followed that 
doctrine more closely he would have avoided the error 
into which he fell, and perceived that other gases as 
well as oxygen may support flame, and that all, on 
becoming liquid or solid, must part with heat. Against 
his error respecting the constitution of acids may justly 
be set the great merit of his conjecture, that the fixed 
alkalis are oxides of metals ; for this has been since 
proved, and the conjecture is a sufficient evidence that 
he did not doggedly adhere to his theory of the acidi- 
fying principle. 

It does not appear that JMr. Cavendish ever after 
1785, when he discovered the nature of nitrous acid, 
prosecuted his chemical inquiries so as to make 
new discoveries ; but beside making numberless use- 
ful chemical exjieriments, aboiit ten years later he 
engaged in some important experiments upon the 
force of attraction. It occurred to him that he could 
measure that force, and thereby ascertain the density 
of the earth l)y accurately observing the action of 
bodies suddenly exhii)ited in the neighbourhood of a 
horizontal lever nicely balanced, loaded with eijual 
leaden balls of a small size at its two ends, and pro- 
tected from all aeriiil currents by being inclosed in a 
box. In that box a telescojMj and lamp were placed, 
that the motions of the lever might be. carefully ob- 
served. On approaching the external leaden balls made 
use of, whose diameter was eight inches, to the small 
ones inclosed, and nctir the lever, it was found that a 
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horizontal oscillation took place. This was measured; 
and the oscillation caused by the earth on a pendulum 
being known, as well as the relative specific gravities 
of lead and water, it was found, upon the medium of 
his observations, that the earth’s density is to that of 
water as eleven to two, or five-and-a-half times greater. 
Dr. Hutton, who repeated his calculations, made the 
result five three-tenths, or as fifty-three to ten. Maske- 
lyne’s experiments at Schehallion made the proportion 
as five to one. Zach’s experiment on a smaller hill near 
Marseilles did not give a result materially difl’erent. 

A paper on the civil year of the Hindus, connected, 
like Newton’s chronological works, with astronomical 
researches, an account of a new eudiometer, and some 
papers on electricity, form the rest of this grejit jdiilo- 
sopher’s works ; and altogether they shrink into a very 
inconsiderable bulk compared with the voluminous 
works of inferior men. In this, as in other respects, 
we trace his resemblance to Hlack. Indeed the admi- 
rable contrivance of their expriments — their circum- 
spect preparation of the ground by j»revious discussion 
of principles —the cautious following of facts, and yet 
the resolute adoption of legitimate conseijuences in their 
generalizations — the elegance of their processes, and the 
conciseness of their descriptions and remarks, with an 
unsparing rejection of ever *hingsu]>erfluou8 — formstlii! 
characteristic of both those illustrious students of nature. 
While, as regards Cavendish’s writings, it has been, and 
as regards Black’s it might have lieen, justly said by one 
that every Hentenc<; will ijcar the microscope ; anotJier 
writer, the most eminentofhis successors, has, with e<jual 
truth, described his processes as of so finished a nature, 
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so perfected by the hand of a master, as to require no 
correction ; and, though contrived in the infancy of the 
science, yet to remain unsurpassed, perhaj)s une<jualled, 
for accuracy and beauty at the present day. 

The world, even the scientific world, dazzled by the 
brilliancy of those discoveries which we have described, 
is wont to regard Cavendish as a chemist merely. J3ut 
it was not only in chemical science and in a few dejuirt- 
inents of natural ]*hilosophy that this great man had 
thoroughly exercised himself; he was profoundly versed 
in every branch of jdiysics, and was a most comjdete and 
aeconqdished mathematician. I have had access to the 
manuscripts which he left behind him ; and it wouhl 
be dillicult to name any subject which had not engaged 
his close attention : all had been made the subject not 
only of his study, but of his original investigations. 
The two ])apers on Electricity which he jmblished in 
the ‘ Philosophical Transactions’ contain, the one of 

1770, the first distinct statement of the difierence be- 
tween animal and common electricity ; the other, in 

1771, twenty-seven propositions uj)on the action of the 
electric fluid, treated mathematically. They are 
grounded upon the general hyjMjthesis that the par- 
ticles of the fluid rejiel one another, and attract those 
of other matter with a force inversely as some lesser 
power than the cube of the distance ; and with this 
theory the experiments which he examines are found 
to tally perfectly. But his voluminous unpublished 
papers show’ how ev'nsfantly his life w'as devoted to 
experimental inquiriet, and an lytical or geometrical 
investigations Beside ranging over the whole of che- 
mical science, they relate to various branches of optics, 
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of physical and of practical astronomy — of the theory of 
mathematical and astronomical instruments — of me- 


chanical and dynamical sciences, l)oth theoretical and 
practical — of pure mathematics in all its branches, geo- 
metry, the integral and differential calculus, the doctrine 
of chances and Jinnuities, He seems in his apjdicatioii 
of mathematics to physics to have disregarded elegance, 
and even simplicity, and to have chosen always the 
shortest and most cerbiin path to hisohjeet. Accordingly 
this somewhat surprises the mathematical reader ; as 


y d y y y 

when we find him using " ^ (or rather , for he 


always employs the Newtonian notation) for the sui>- 
normal, having taken x for some other quantity than 
the abscissa, and using three letters, as «, x, and .r, to 
denote segments of the same line, when j)erhaps « is 
the whole line, and a — x is equal to 15ut that 
he had the most familiar and masterly knowledge of 
the calculus is plain throughout all his investigations, 
as it is that his trust in its powi;rs induced him Id 
throw himself willingly and habitually upon them. 
In this resjHict he stand.s not only at the head of 
chemical philosophers, but alone among them, with 
j)erhaps one or two e.\ceptions in tin* French school. 

In giving the history of his labours, and the cha- 
racter of his intellectual <• 'pacity, we have written the 
life of Cavendish. His peisonal history cannot be 
expected to have any striking interest ; yet they who 
have been dwelling on his scientific eminence will not 
be displeased to kuow somewhat of his ordinary life. 
He was of a most reserved disposition, and jjeculiarly 
shy habits. This led to some singularity of manner, 
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which was further increased by a hesitation or difficulty 
of speech, and a thin shrill voice. He entered diffi- 
dently into any conversation, and seemed to dislike 
lanng spoken to. He would often leave the place 
where he was addressed, and leave it abruptly, with a 
kind of cry or ejaculation, as if scared and disturlajd. 
He lived in a house on Clapham Common, and his 
libmry, vast in extent, was at another place, because he 
made it accessible to all, and did not wish to be trou- 
bled l)y those who resorted to it. He allowed friends 
to take books from it, and he himself never took one 
without giving a receipt for it. On the death of his 
librarian he began the practice of himself attending one 
day in the week to give out and take in books. His large 
income was allowed to accumulate ; and when his bank- 
ers, after finding that a very considerable balance was 
always left in their hands, mentioned the circumstance, 
suggesting that it might be invested to some profit, he 
answered with much sijn{)licity, that if the balance w as 
an inconvenience to them he could go to another banker. 
Himself a man of no expense*, his habits never varied, 
nor did his style of living at all suffer a change on suc- 
ceeding to his uncle’s large fortune. His purse was 
ever accessible to the claims of charity, as well as to pro- 
posals for the promotion of scientific pursuits. Hiiving 
formed a high opinion of Dr. (afterwards Sir Charles) 
Blagden’s capacity for science, he settled a consider- 
able annuity on him, upon condition that he should 
give up his professior; ind devote himself to philosophy; 
with the former portion of wh'ch condition the Doctor 
complied, devoting himself to the ho|Hdess pursuit of 
a larger income in the person of Lavoisier's widow, who 
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preferred marrying Count Rumford.* Mr. Cavendish 
received no one at his residence ; he ordered his dinner 
daily by a note which he left at a certain hour on the 
hall table?, where the housekeej)er was to take it, for he 
held no communication with his female domestics, from 
his morbid shyness. It followed, iis a matter of course, 
that his se^rvants thought him strange, and liis neigh- 
bours deemed him out of his mind. Me hardly ever 
went into society. The only exceptions I am aware of 
are an occasional christening at Devonshire or Riirling- 
ton House, the meetings of the Royal Society, and Sir 
Joseph Banks’ weekly conversaziones. At both the 
latter places I have met him, and recollect the shrill 
cry he uttered as he shuffled <(uickly from room to room, 
seeming to be annoyed if looked at, but sometiuies 
approaching to hear what was passing among others. 
His face was intelligent and mild, thougli, f rom the 
nervous irritation which he seemed to feel, the expres- 
sion could hardly be called calm. It is not likely that 
he ever should have been induced to sit for his j)icture ; 
the result therefore of any such experiment is want- 
ing. His dress wjis of the oldest fashion, a greyish 
green coat and waistcoat, with flaps, a small cocked 
hat, and his hair dressed like a wig (which possibly it 
was) with a thick clu!)bed tiiiU His walk was quick 
and uneasy ; of course h« never a|»peared in London 
unless lying back in the corner of his carriage. He 
probably uttered fewer words in the course of his life 
than any man who over lived to fourscore years, not 
at all excepting the monks of La Trappe. 

* He left Sir Charles a le^aey of ia,(KX)/. ; whieli was «r<*n(‘rally 
iindcrstootl to liave fallen much sliort of liis ain|)le cxpectalious. 
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Mr. (Cavendish died on the 10th of March, 1810, 
after a short illness, probably the first as well as the 
last under which he ever suffered. His habit of curious 
observation continued to the end. He was desirous of 
marking the progress of disease, and the gradual ex- 
tinction of the vital powers. With this view, that he 
might not be disturbed he desired to be left alone. 
His servant returning sooner than he had wished was 
ordered again to leave the chamber of death, and 
when he came back a second time he found his master 
had expired. 
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Sir IfuMiMiRY Daw being now removed beyoiul tlie 
reiicli of such feeliiigs, as lie ouglit always to have 
been above their influence, that may be said without 
oflence of whicli he so disliked the mention : he had 
the honour of raising himself to the higlu‘st place 
among the chemical philosophers of the age; emerging 
by his merit alone from an obscure condition. Ilis 
father was a carver in wood at Penzance, in Corn- 
wall ; a man of some ingenuity in his craft. He jios- 
sessed a small landed projxirty in the village of Varfell, 
near Penzance, and Davy was born there in 177b. 
lie received the rudiments of his education at a school 
in Truro, but was very ea»dy aj»prenticed to an apo- 
thecary at Penzance, where, disliking the profession to 
which he had been destined, he occujiied himself with 
chemical exjieriments, iinreniously contriving to make 
the utensils of the shop and the kitchen serve for ap- 
paratus ; and it is rememlaired of him that he fre- 
ijuently alarmed the household by his explosion.^. 
The result of hi dislik to the shop was a disagree- 
ment with his master, and he went to another in the 
same pi. ce ; but here he continued in the same course. 
Pursuing a plan of study whicli he had laid down for 
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himself, he became thoroughly acquainted with che- 
mistry, and well versed in other branches of natural 
* philosophy, beside making some proficiency in geo- 
metry ; but he never cultivated the inatheinatical 
sciences, except that I recollect his telling me once, 
late in life, of his intention to resume the study of 
them, as he had begun to make progress in crysballo- 
grapliy. He does not appear to have given any early 
indications of superior genius, or even of unusual 
quickness ; but he showed all along, in following the 
bent of his intellectual taste, the perseverance, the 
firm purj)ose, which is inseparable from a capacity of 
the higher order, and is an indis]>ensable condition, as 
it is a sure pledge, of success in every pursuit. 

It must be observed of the biograj)hers both of Davy 
and Scheele, that they seem to have made too much 
of the difficulties interposed in the path of their early 
studies l)y the want of apparjitus, to which want, and 
to their ingenious contrivances for finding sul)stitutes, 
a good deal of their exj)erimentjil skill has been ascribed. 
It should 1 h^ recollected that an apothecary’s shop is 
not by any means so destitute of helps, especially for 
the study of chemistry, as a workshop of almost any 
other description. Crucibles, phials, mortars, galli- 
pots, scales and weights, li(jiiid measures, acids, al- 
kalis, and neutral salts, are all to be found there, even 
if a furnace and still be not a necessary appendage. 
It may be allowed that nothing like an air-pump 
might be there expectefl, unless ^'upping chanced to be 
performed by the druggist. Accordingly Davy was 
glad to obtain, in a cas<. of surgical instruments from 
a practitioner on board a French vessel wrecked on 
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the Cornish coast, to whom he had done some kind 
service, the means of making some approximation to 
an exhausting engine. 

It happened, fortunately for him, that Gregory 
Watt, youngest son of the great engineer, and whom, 
havinghad the happiness of knowing him, I have already 
mentioned, came to reside in the house of Davy’s 
mother at Penziince, where he was ordered to pass 
the winter for the benedt of his health. Being five 
years older than the young chemist, and eminently 
accomplished both in science and in letters, his con- 
versation and advice was a great advantage, of which 
Davy gladly availed himself. Another accident threw 
him in the way of Mr. Davies Giddy, a cultivator of 
natural as well as mathematical science, and he, find- 
ing that Davy had l)een devoting himself to chemistry, 
gave him the use of an e.xcellent library, and intro- 
duced him to Dr. Beddoes, who was then tmgaged in 
forming an establishment called by him the Pneuniatic 
Institution, for the medical u.se of gases, as well sis for 
further investigating their properties. At the head of 
this he jiliiced his new friend, who was thus at once 
enabled to pursue his scientific vocation as a.jjrofession, 
and did not long delay giving to the world a proof 
of his ingenuity, by the publication of a theory of 
‘ Light and Heat,’ fancifni no doubt, and ill-digested, 
containing much groundless and imaginary, and even 
absurd speculation, but disclosing great information 
and no inconsiderable cleverness. It was published in 
a ]ieriodicaI work edited by Dr. Beddoes, called ‘ Con- 
tributions to Medical and Physical Science ;’ and to the 
same work he soon after gave a paper upon the ‘ Nitrous 
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Oxide,’ on the respiration of whicli he had made some 
very curious experiments. The singular circumstances 
which he thus ascertained, gave him considerable re- 
putation as an exjierimentalist, and he was soon after 
(1802) chosen first Assistant Lecturer in Chemistry, by 
the Royal Institution of London, and the year follow- 
ing, sole Chemical Professor. Nor must the boldness 
whicli he had shown in conducting his exj)eriments be 
passed over. lie had exposed himself to serious hazard 
in breathing some most deleterious gases, and both in 
his trials ol' gaseous mixtures, and in his galvanic jiro- 
cesses, he had made many narrow escaj)es from the 
danger of violent explosions. 

It is a singular fact that, although his attention had 
never been confined to his favourite science, for he had 
studied literature, and esjiecially |K>etry to the extent 
of writing tolerable verses, yet he was of so uncouth an 
exterior and manners, notwithstanding an exceedingly 
handsome and expressive countenance, that Count 
Ilumford, a leading director of the Institution, on see- 
ing him for the first time, expressed no little disap- 
pointment, even regretting the part he had taken in 
})romoting the engagement. Rut these feelings were 
of short duration. Davy was soon sufliciently human- 
ized, and even refined, to appear oefore a London and a 
fashionable audience of both sexes with great advan- 
tage, and his first course of lectures had unbounded 
and unpitalleled success. This he owed, certainly, 
to the more superficial accomplishments of good and 
lively language, an agreeable delivery, and, above all, 
an ingenuous enthusiasm for his subject which in- 
formed and quickened his whole discourse. Rut the 

2 o 2 
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fame which he thus acquired would have been of 
limited extent and of short duration, had his reliance 
only been upon the fickle multitude whom such quali- 
ties can please. The first consequences of his success 
in the line of mere exhibition were unfavourable, and 
threatened to ]}e fabil ; for he was led away by the 
plaudits of fashion, and must needs join in its frothy, 
feeble current. For a while he is remarked to have 
shown the incongruous combination of science and 
fashion, which form a most imperfect union, and j)ro- 
duce a compound of no valuable qualities, somewhat 
resembling the nitrous gjis on which lie experimented 
earlier in life, having an intoxicating effect on the 
party tasting it, and a ludicrous one on all iRdiolders. 
They who have recorded this transformation, while 
they lament the substitution of anything for “ the 
natural candour and warmth of feeding which had 
singularly won upon theacejuaintiince of his early life,*’ 
add most justly that the weakness which they describe 
never “ cooled his regard for his family and former 
friends.” I can vouch for the change, which was 
merely superficial, being of very short duration ; and 
it is pleasing to add that, even while it lasted, there 
was none of that mo.st offensive of all the effects pro- 
duced by such a transition state to be found in lus con- 
versation , he never for a moment aj)peared to be 
ashamed of his great voca n, nor to shun the fullest 
discussion of the subject on which he was at home, 
in order to deal with topics to which he was of ne(‘es- 
sity a stranger. I am speaking, too, . of his habits long 
before his great discoveries ; there would have Ix^en 
little ground for praise, any more than for wonder, 
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that the discoverer of the alkaline metals should 
be willing to have the conversation roll upon che- 
mistry and galvanism ; but the time to which I 
have been referring was when his fame rested chiefly 
upon the success of his lectures to mixed companies in 
Albemarle Street, and to lovers of agriculture in 
Sackville Street, where the Board had chosen him 
their Chemical Professor. 

If his situation at the Royal Institution had exposed 
him to the risk which we have seen he escaped, it had 
put him in possession of invaluable helps to his pur- 
suits. He had now an ample command of books ; he 
had assistants under him ; above all, he had an un- 
limited power of collecting and of making apparatus ; 
his income was secure ; and his time was at his own 
disposal. He failed not to avail himself diligently of 
these great advanbiges ; and although he lived a good 
deal in society, where he was always a welcome guest, 
his principal relaxations during the rest of his life con- 
sisted in shooting, and especially in Ashing, of which 
he was from his earliest years passionately fond. The 
intercourse he had held with Southey and with Cole- 
ridge had given him not only his taste for poetry, but 
an extraordinary love of rural walks, in the peaceful 
solitude of which I have heard him say, answering the 
ordinary and obvious objections of those who are not 
smitten with the love of the “ Angle,” the gratiAca- 
tions of that projiensity very mainly consist. 

In ISO I he made his Arst important discovery, that 
by which he ascertained the true nature of galvanic 
action. 'Chat this was connected with eloctric or che- 
mical aflinity had been generally suspected, though de- 
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nied by Volta, the author of the pile, and indeed of the 
science which, like the continent of America, has borne 
the name of another than the discoverer. This had 
seemed probable from the presence being indispensable 
of a liquid cajiable of decomposing one or other of the 
metals, both supposed to be equally necessary to the 
production of the electric stream. Davy’s experi- 
ments, which were numerous and admirably devised 
and most laboriously conducted, now showed that the 
presence of two metals was not required to provide 
the electricity. One metal, and one other substance 
separated from it, with a fluid acting upon either tlie 
metal or the substance ; or a metal sejKirsiting two fluids, 
one of which acts upon it ; nay, one mebil exposed to 
the same fluid, but acted upon difl’erently on its diffe- 
rent sides or surfaces by the fluid’s strength differing 
on the different sides ; or one and the same nietiil 
in different pieces plunged into the same fluid, at 
an interval of time — were all found to be combina- 
tions which gave the galvanic (or voltaic) .shock, the 
same in kind, though varying in strength. In all 
these cases, and in every production of electricity 
by the voltaic process, the chemical action of a fluid 
upon the metallic substance was a necessary conco- 
mitant of the operation.* 

During the five following years Davy continued his 
experiments ; and in the autunm of 1806 he commu- 
nicated to tlie Royal Society his discovery of the con- 
nexion between the different ends of the electric circle 

• Subsequent experiments have shown that the effect may be pro- 
duced by other thao metallic, or even carbonaceous bodies. 
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and the different component parts of bodies submitted 
to the action of the fluid. Nothing could be more 
singular and unexpected than the laws which he now 
found to regulate this operation, nor anything which 
promised more clearly a rich harvest of new discoveries. 
The effect of the current, whether of common or gal- 
vanic electricity, in decomposing substances through 
which it passed, had been before known. Thus water 
had been resolved into its two elements by the passing 
of the fluid through wires whose points were opposite 
to each other at a small distonce. Nicholson had first 
made this happy application of the voltaic pile; but 
he and others had been much disturbed by finding 
other substances produced as well as oxygen and hy- 
drogen gases. This jierplexing circumstance was care- 
fully investigated by Davy ; and he showed by a mas- 
terly course of experiments, that these substsinces owed 
their origin entirely to impurities in the water. 
AVhen it was <|uite pure, they wholly disappeared. 
JJut he now proceeded farther, and found that when 
the electric current is thus passed, there is always a 
separation operated differently at the negative and at 
the positive part of the current. The oxygen of the 
water, for example, was accumulated round the positive 
wire ; its hydrogen round the negative. So when a 
neutral salt was subjected to the process, its acid was 
evolved round the positive ; its alkaline base round the 
negative wire. The same thing hapjwned when a me- 
tallic oxide was operated upon ; its oxygen went to the 
positive, its metallic luise to the negative side. The 
oxygen, o’* the acid with the oxygen, went to the for- 
mer ; the particles of the base were transferred to the 
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latter, along with the hydrogen of the water in which 
the solution was made. But a still more extraordinary 
phenomenon was observed. If there was a liquid in- 
terposed between the two poles and the body to be de- 
composed, the acid, or the oxygen, was found to pass 
through that interposed liquid to the positive pole, the 
hydrogen and the matter of the base to the negative 
pole, and without acting upon the substance of the in- 
terposed liquid. Thus sujtpose a vegebible colour 
tinging the water in an intermediate cup, acid will 
pass through it without reddening it, and alkali with- 
out making it green. Nay, an acid will pass through 
an alkaline solution, or an alkali through an acid, 
without uniting in either case to form a neutral sjtlt, 
unless the neutral compound is insoluble, for in that 
case it falls to the bottom. But muriatic acid will 
pass through a solution of potash, having been carrie<l 
over from a solution of common sea salt by the electrical 
current, or soda will pass through muriatic acid in the 
same circumstances, without forming in the former 
case nitnite of potash, or in the latter nitrate of soda. 
It was also found that the exception in the case of in- 
soluble compounds arises from the mechanical effect of 
their insolubility, their falling to the lx>ttom ; for if 
supported, as it were, on threads of any convenient 
substance passing through the intermediate liquid in the 
line of the electric current, i lu. acid or alkali will pass 
through that liquid. Thus films of asbestos conduct- 
ing the electric stream, enabled magnesia or lime to 
pass ; and so were the particles of metal carried over 
when separated by the operation from nitrate of 
silver. 
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It thus appeared certain that an indissoluble con- 
nexion exists between chemical and electric action, if 
indeed it was not even proved that chemical affinity 
and electricity are identical. The science of Electro- 
Chemistry, at all events, now arose out of Davy’s dis- 
coveries, and he is entitled to be regarded as its 
founder. 

It may easily Ixi conceived that these important 
truths excited generally the anxious attention of philo- 
sophers. The French National Institute, greatly to 
their honour, though the war between the two coun- 
tries never raged more fiercely than now, and France 
never reached a higher pitch of military glory, crowned 
Davy with the first honour founded by Napoleon for 
scientific desert. But it was even more honourable to 
the philosopher, that great as his discoveries had Ijeen, 
expectation was high of the still more important results 
which must soon come from the discovery of so new a 
law of electrical and chemical action. I can well re- 
member that we used in discussing the subject to look 
forward with perfect confidence to the analysis of the 
bodies which had hitherto proved the most stubborn, 
and expected soon to find the fi.\ed alkalis, and even 
the alkaline earths, shown to be oxides, as by some 
very imperfect experiments they had at one time been 
supposed to be proved, when it was a.scertained that the 
metallic buttons found at the bottom of the crucible in 
which their reduction had been attempted by carbon- 
aceous or phosphoric re-agents, had come from the 
black lead in the pot. Nor mu we omit to mention 
the truly candid and magnanimous proceeding of Davy, 
so worthy of a philosopher, in making public, with the 
fullest details, his proceedings, by which it was mani- 
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fest he intended still to persevere till he should make 
other discoveries. Any one possessed of a strong bat- 
tery, deeply reflecting on the paper of autumn 1806, 
and perceiving that the positive wire had such a 
strong attraction for oxygen as to take it from metallic 
oxides, reducing them to their reguline state, might 
well have bethought him of subjecting the alkalis to 
his machine ; and he would then have had the fame, 
though, in truth, Davy would have had the merit, of 
the grand discovery. 

That discovery was not long delayed. About a year 
after the former, tliat is in October 1807, after in vain 
endeavouring to decompose the alkalis when mixed 
with water, for he then only could decompose that 
fluid, he exposed them in the dry state; that is, made 
liquid by fusion, without any other substance l)ut heat 
to dissolve them — and, to his great delight, lie found, 
as he had a right to cxjiect, that the jirocess of deoxi- 
dation proceeded by the positive wire attracting the 
oxygen, while globules of a metallic substance were 
found at the negative wire. The great attraction of this 
metal for oxygen made it impossible to keep it either 
in the air or in water. It burnt spontaneously in the 
air and became alkali — it decomposed water in like 
manner, and formed an jilkaline solution, '^fhe two 
fixed alkalis both yielded in this process metiillic bases ; 
but that of pohish had alone the (juality of combustion 
at the temperature of 150'’, and it was, though a metal, 
lighter than water in the projiortion of 97 to 100. 
When thrown into \^ater in the air, it detonates and 
burns with violence, forming a solution of potash. 
The metal from soda is still lighter, being to water as 
86 to 1(X); but it does not so easily unite with oxygen, 
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though it decomposes water with a hissing noise, and 
makes with it a solution of soda. To these metals the 
discoverer gave the name of and soe/iwOT. The 

glory of having now made the greatest discovery of the 
age was plainly Davy’s ; and it was not the result of 
happy accident, but of laborious investigation, conducted 
with a skill and a patience equally admirable, and 
according to the strict rules of the soundest philo- 
sophy. He had indeed begun by discovering the laws 
of electrical action, and had thus formed the means of 
his new discovery, which was the fruit of the science 
he had founded, as Newton’s theory of dynamics and 
of astronomy was the fruit of the calculus which he 
had so marvellously discovered when hardly arrived at 
man’s estate. 

The wonder excited by the strange bodies with 
which philosophers were thus brought acquainted, was 
of course in part owing to their novel and singular 
properties, which formed no part of the discoverer’s 
merits, yet might be reckoned as the {>erquisites of his 
genius. Ilis praise would liave been the same if in- 
stead of at once discovering the alkalis to be oxides, 
and the metal forming the base to be one lighter than 
water, or bees’-wax or box- wood, and the other to burn 
unhejited in the open air, he had only shown those 
salts to be oxides of well-known metals. Yet, as his 
investigation had been crowned with the discovery of 
strange substances, metallic, and yet like no other 
metals, we justly admire the more, and the more 
thank him for his doul>'i‘ service -endered to science. 

The long labour thus ending in so mighty a result, 
and the excitement naturally enough produced in an 
irritable habit, threw him into an illness of a most 
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serious complexion. For many days he lay between 
life and death in a low nervous fever, and it was not till 
the following March that he could resume his inquiries 
into the composition of the alkaline earths. It is to 
the credit of chemists that no one deemed himself at 
liberty to interfere with him, as any one might now 
by only following his footsteps have done, and thus 
analysed these earthy bodies. He himself, early in 
the summer following his illness, had reduced lime, 
magnesia, strontites, and barytes. In these experiments 
he was greatly assisted by the ingenious contrivances 
which (lay-Lussac and Thenard had recently used 
for the reduction of the alkaline oxides. The metals 
thus discovered w^ere not any wise light or fusible like 
potassium and sodium ; but they burnt with a bright 
light on being exposed to consideral)le degrees of heat, 
and tliey decomposed water ; and either by their com- 
bustion, or their exhibition to water, tliey reproduced 
the alkaline earths. 

A number of other experimenbil researches led 
Davy to new and curious observations on the constitu- 
tion and habits of different substances. lJut we nee<l 
only mention the most imporbnit of these, for it was a 
discovery very unexpected both by himself and the 
chemical world at large. The acid hitherto called oxy- 
genated muriatic, or oxymuriatic, on account of its 
powerful acid (jualities, had been always from thence 
supjiosed to contiiin an excess of oxygen, believed to be 
the acidifying princijde. At last (Jay-Lussac and 
Thenard, in 1809, concluded from some experimental 
researches, or rather they susj>ected, that it might be a 
simple and elemenbiry substance ; but they on the whole 
still inclined to think it conbiined oxygen according to 
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the old and received opinion. Davy now found, by a 
course of satisfactory experiments which have fixed the 
opinions of all philosophers on the subject, that the 
suspicion of those eminent men Avas well founded ; that 
the oxymuriatic acid is a simple substance, containing 
no oxygen; that it unites with oxygen to form an 
acid, which forms with alkalis the detonating salts 
hitherto called oxymuriates, as being supposed to 
contain oxymuriatic acid combined with alkaline bases ; 
and finally, that with hydrogen it forms the acid long 
and well known as the muriatic or marine. To the 
oxymuriatic acid he gave the name of chlorine from 
its green colour, and to common muriatic acid that of 
hydrochlorine. The union of chlorine and oxygen he 
calls chlorine acid, and its compounds, of course, 
chlorates. This is justly reckoned one of the most im- 
j)ortant of Davy’s many brilliant discoveries. 

It remains to make mention of the valuable present 
v.’hich this great jdiilosopher offered to humanity — his 
safety-lainj). The dreadful ravages made on human 
life by the lire-damj) explosions — that is, the burning 
of hydrogen gas in mines — had often attracted the 
notice of both the mine-owner and the philanthropist. 
Various inventions had been fallen upon to give light 
in those recesses of the earth with so low a degree of 
heat as should be insufficient to explode the gas. One 
of them was a scries of flints playing by machinery 
against each other so as to give a dim light ; but this 
had very little success ; it was clumsy, and it.Avas not ef- 
fectual so as to cause its lise by niirers. The ventilation 
of the galleries by furnaces and even by air-pumps was 
chiefly relied on as a preventive ; but gas would collect 
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in spite of all preventives, and the destruction of a 
hundred or more lives was not an unusual calamity. 
Davy about the year 1815 turned his attention to the 
subject, and after fully ascertjuning that carburetted 
hydrogen is the cause of the lire-damp, and finding in 
what proportions it must be mi.’ced with air in order to 
explode (between six and fourteen times its bulk), he 
was surprised to observe, in the course of his ex]M;ri- 
ments made for the purpose of asceidaining how the 
inflammation takes place, that the Ibimes will not j)ass 
through tul)es of a certain length or smallness of bore, 
lie then found that if the length be diminished, and the 
bore also reduced, the flames will not pass ; and he fur- 
ther found that by multiplying the number of the tubes, 
their length may safely Imj diminished to hardly any- 
thing, provided their lx)re l>e projwrtionably b'ssened. 
Hence it appeared that gauze of wire, whose meshes w«n‘e 
only one twenty-second of an inch diamt^ter, stopped 
the flame, and prevented the exjilosion. The candle 
or lamj) Ijeing wrapt in such giiuze, and all access to 
the external air prevented except through the meshes, 
it is found that the lamp may be .safely introduced into 
a gallery filled with fire-damp; a feeble blue flame will 
hike pkice imside the gauze, but no explosion, even if 
the wire lie heated nearly red. 

The theory is, but it seems very questionable, that the 
conducting power of the win; carrying off the heat[»re- 
vents a sufficient quantity reaching the explosive com- 


pound. 


Subsequent inquiries seem to prove that 


although in a still aMiiosplicre of explosive gas the lamp 


is a perfect protection, yet it does not prevent a cur- 


rent of gas from penetrating to the flame and exploding. 
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It is attempted to guard against this by interposing a 
tin shield or screen ; but a current very often in mining 
operations arises before any notice can l>e given. Had 
Davy’s life and health been j>rolonged, he might have 
further improved his invention so as to meet this ol>- 
jection. He certainly never was fully convinced of its 
force, as I know from having discussed the sul)ject 
with him ; and no doul)t the testimony of so great an 
engineer as the late Mr. Huddle, given before a Par- 
liamentary Committee to whom the examination of 
this important sulyect was referred, deserves great 
attention. He positively affirmed tliat “ having seen 
1000, and sometimes 1500 safety-lamps in daily use, 
and in all possible varieties of explosive mixtures, he 
had never known one solitiiry inshiiice of an explosion.” 
As for the lamentable accidents which continue to 
happen, we can scarcely doubt that they originate in 
tlie dreadful carelessness of their own and of other 
men’s lives, which seems to be engendered in those 
who are habitually exposed to gnsat danger. That 
they themselves are the first to suffer for it, can only 
suppress the outward expression of the feelings which 
recklessness like this is fitted to produce. 

It redounds to the credit of the north country mine- 
owners that in 1817 they invited the inventor of the 
Lamp to a j)ublic entertainment, and j)resented him 
with a service of plate of two thousand }>ounds value. 
It must be remembered that he had generously given 
to the public the whole benefit of his invention, and tlius 
sacrificed the ample pi«;lit whic^ a patent must have 
enalled him to accjuire for himself. 

Davy had as early as 1806 been chosen a foreign 
associate of the French Institute. In 1812 he received 
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from the Regent the honour of knighthood. About 
the siiine time he married Mrs. Apreece, a lady whose 
ample fortune was by far the least valuable part of her 
accomplishments — a person of great virtue, admiral)le 
talents, and extensive information. Of this marriage 
there has been no issue. In October, 1813, he published 
his ‘ IClements of Chemical Philosophy,’ — a htisty and 
even somewhat crude work, but abounding, as what- 
ever he wrote was sure to abound, in important and 
ingenious observations. The following year appeared 
his ‘ iCleiiients of Agricultural Chemistry,’ of which 
the same general character may be given. In 181G 
he was created a baronet. 

Napoleon had, during the war, given him permis- 
sion to visit the extinguished volcanoes in Dauvergne, 
and to pass through France towards Naples, Vesuvius 
being then in a sbite of eruption. His reception at 
Paris was very warm, but unfortunately he failed to 
retain the affection of his colleagues in the Institute. 
Their complaint against him for having interfered, as 
they termed it, with their recent discovery of iodine, 
on which, having obbiined a specimen, he chose, 
naturally enough, to make experiments, ap}>ears incom- 
fmrably absurd. He had never complained of their in- 
terference, during his illness in 1807, with the process 
of deoxygenation by means of galvanic action ; on the 
contrary, he had availed himself thankfully of tlie 
lights shed by their ingenuity on his process, and had 
immediately after made new discoveries, at which they 
had failed to arrive. It may be more true that his 
manners were unjd iasing; and, as ever happens when 
a great man is also a shy one, he was charged with 
being sujN-rcIlious and cold. They who knew liini 
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will at once acquit him of uny such charge ; 1>ut he 
was painfully timid l)y nature when mixing with so- 
ciety ; and hence the mistake of our neighbours, who, 
though great critics in manner, are far from being 
infallible, and are exceedingly susceptible — fully as sus- 
ceptible as he was shy. Possibly they looked down 
upon him in consequence of a peculiarity which he no 
doubt had. He was fond of j>oetry, and jin ardent ad- 
mirer of beauty in natural scenery. But of beauty in 
the arts he was nearly insensible. They used to say 
in Paris that on seeing the Louvre, he exclaimed that 
one of its statues was “ a Ix^aiitiful stalactite and it 
is j>ossible that this callousness, or this jest, which- 
ever it might l)e, excited the scorn or the humour of 
men not more sincere lovers of sculpture than himself, 
or more able judges of its merits, but better disposed to 
conceal their want of taste or want of skill. 

When Sir Jose[)h Banks terminated his long and 
resjHM'table course, in 1820, Davy was unanimously 
chosen to suc('eed him as President of the Royal So- 
ciety, and continued’to fill that distinguished office un- 
til, his health having failed, he resigned it in 1827, and 
was succeeded by his early patron Davies Giddy. To- 
wards the end of 1825 he had an aj)oplectic seizure, 
which, though slight (if any such attack can be so 
called), left a paralytic weakness behind, and he was 
ordered to go abroad in search of a milder and dryer 
climate. He returned home in the following autumn, 
not very ill, hut not much restored in strength, and 
unable to continue his scientific labours. The work 
on fly-fisliing called ‘ .Salmonia ’ was tlie amusement 
of those hocrs in which, compare, ively feeble, his mind 
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yet exerted what energy remained to it, on the favourite 
pursuit of his leisure. It contains both curious in- 
formation on natural history, and many passages of 
lively and even poetical description. The same may 
l)e said of many things in his latest work, ‘ Last Days 
of a Philosopher,’ which he wrote in the year after, 
when he again went to the continent in search of 
health. He wintered at Rome, and in May 1829, on 
his arrival at Geneva, after passing the day in excel- 
lent spirits, and dining heartily on fish, he had a fatal 
apoplectic attack in the night, and died early in the 
next morning, 29th May, without a struggle. 

There needs no further remark, no general charac- 
ter, to j>resent a portrait of this eminent individual. 
Whoever has j)erused the history of his great exploits 
in science, with’ a due knowledge of the subject, has 
already discerned his place, highest among all the 
great discoverers of his time. Even he who hjis little 
acquaintance vvith the subjects of his labours may easily 
perceive how brilliant a reputation he must have en- 
joyed, and how justly ; while he who can draw no 
such inference from the facts would fail to obfiiin any 
knowledge of Davy’s excellence from all the pjinegyrics 
with which general description could encircle his name.* 

* It may not l>e impertinent to relate here a singular proof of 
the admiration in wliieh Ids name was held by his coiintryme!i, anrl 
hf»w w’ell it lieeame know'n riiiiong the common people^ 
liriog home one evening he obsi'rvnJ an ordinary nnui showing the 
moon and a planet through a teleseojie placcid iijion tlie pavement, 
lie went up and paid his pence for a lf>ok. lint no such thing would 
they [lermlt. That’s Sir Humphry,” ran among the people ; and 
the exhibitor, retumin- his money, said, with an important air which 
exceedingly delighted him, that he could not think of taking any- 
thing from a brother philosopher. 



( 467 ) 


S I M S 0 N. 


The wonderful progress that has been made in the 
pure mathematics since the application of algebra to 
geometry, begun by Vieto in the sixteenth, completed 
by Des Cartes in the seventeenth century, and espe- 
cially the still more marvellous extension of analytical 
science by Newton and his followers, since the inven- 
tion of the Calculus, has, for the last hundred ye.ars and 
more, cast into the shade the methods of investiga- 
tion which preceded those now in such general use, 
and so well adapted to afford facilities unknown while 
mathematicians only possessed a less j>erfect instrument 
of investigation. It is nevertheless to be observed 
that the older method possessed (]ualities of extra- 
ordinary value. It enabled us to investigate some 
kinds of propositions to which algebraic reasoning is 
little applicable ; it always had an elegance peculiarly 
its own ; it exhibited at each step the course which 
the reasoning followed, instead of concealing that 
course till the result came out ; it exercised the facul- 
ties more severely, because it was less mechanical than 
the operations of the analyst. That it afforded evi- 
dence of a higher character, more rigorous in its na- 
ture than that on which algebraic reasoning rests, 
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cannot with any correctness be aiErined ; both are 
equally strict; indeed if each be mathematical in its 
nature, and consist of a series of identical propositions 
arising one out of another, neither can be less perfect 
than the other, for of certainty there can be no de- 
grees. Nevertheless it must be a matter of regret — 
and here the great master and author of modern mathe- 
matics has joined in expressing it — that so much less 
attention is now paid to the Ancient Geometry than its 
beauty and clearness deserve ; and if he could justly 
make this complaint a century and a half ago, 
when the old method had Imt recently, and only in 
part, fallen into neglect and disuse, liow much more 
are such regrets natural in our day, when the very 
name of the Ancient Analysis has almost ceased to be 
known, and the beauties of the Greek Geometry are 
entirely veiled from the mathematician’s eyes ! It be- 
comes, for this reason, necessary that the life of Sim- 
son, the great restorer of that geometry, sliould be 
prefaced by some remarks upon the nature of the sci- 
ence, in order that, in giving an account of his works, 
we may say his discoveries, it may not appear that we 
are recording the services of a great man to some sci- 
ence different from the mathe:natical. 

The analysis of the Gre»*k geometers was a metliod 
of investigation of peculiar elegance, and of no incon- 
siderable power. It con"’ Vd in supposing the thing 
as already done, the problen* solved, or the truth of 
the theorem eshiblished ; and from thence it reasoned 
until something was found, some [Ktint reached, by 
pursuing steps each one of which led to the next, and 
by only assuming things which were already known 
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being ascertained by former discoveries. The thing 
thus Ibund, the point reached, was the discovery of 
something which could by known methods be per- 
formed, or of something which, if not self-evident, was 
already by former discovery proved to be true; and in 
the one case a construction was thus found by which 
the ])roblem was solved, in the other a proof was ob- 
tained that the theorem was true, because in both cases 
the ultimate point had been reached by strictly legiti- 
mate reasoning, from the assumption that the problem 
had been solved, or the assumption that the theorem 
was true. Thus, if it were re<|uired from a given point 
in a straight line given by position, to draw a straight 
line which should be cut by a given circle in segments, 
whose rectangle was equal to that of the segments of 
the diameter perpendicular to the given line — the thing 
is supposed to be done ; and the equality of the rect- 
angles gives a j)roportion between the segments of the 
two lines, such that, joining the point supposed to be 
found, but not found, with the extremity of the dia- 
meter, the angle of that line with the line sought but 
not found, is shown by similar triangles to be a right 
angle, /. <?., the angle in a semieircle. Therefore the 
point through which the line must be drawn is the 
point at which the per])endicular c\its the given circle. 
Then, suppose the point given through which the line 
is to be drawn, if we find that the curve in which the 
other points are situate is a circle, we have a local 
theorem, afBrming that, if lines be drawn through any 
point to a line perjjendicular to the diameter, the rect- 
angle made by the segments of al) the lines cutting the 
perpendicular is constant ; and this theorem would be 
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demonstrated by supposing the thing true, and thus 
reasoning till we find that the angle in a semicircle is 
a right angle, a known truth. Lastly, suppose we 
change the hypothesis, and leave out the position of 
the point as given, and impure after the point in the 
given straight line from which a line being drawn 
through a point to be found in the circle, the seg- 
ments will contain a rectangle equal to the rect- 
angle under the perpendicular segments — we find that 
one point answers this condition, but also that the 
problem becomes indeterminate ; for every line drawn 
through that j)oint to every point in the given steiight 
line has segments, whose rectangle is equal to that 
under the segments of the perjiendicular. The enun- 
ciation of this truth, of this possibility of finding such 
a point in the circle, is a Purism. The Cireek geo- 
meters of the more modern school, or lower age, defined 
a Porism to be a proposition differing from a local 
theorem by a defect or defalcation in the hypothesis ; and 
accordingly we find that this porism is derived from the 
local theorem formerly given, by leaving out part of 
the hypothesis. liut we shall afterwards have occa- 
sion to observe that this is an illogical and imperfect 
definition, not coextensive with the thing defined ; the 
above proj*osition, however, answers every definition of 
a Porism. 

The demonstration of t i ■ theorem or of the construc- 
tion obtained by investigation in this manner of pro- 
ceeding, is called synthesis, or composition, in opposi- 
tion to the analysis, or the process of investigation ; 
and it is frequently said that Plato imported the whole 
system in the visits which he made, like Thales of 
Miletus and Pythagoras, to study under the Egyptian 
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geometers, and afterwards to converse with Theodoras 
at Cyrene, and the Pythagorean School in Italy. But 
it can hardly be sm)j)osed that all the preceding geo-, 
meters had worked their problems and theorems at 
random ; that Thales and Pythagoras with their dis- 
ciples, a century and a half before Plato, and Hip- 
pocrates, half a century before his time, had no 
knowledge of the analytical method, and pursued no 
systematic plan in their researches, devoted as their 
age was to geometrical studies. Plato may have im- 
proved and further systematized the method, as he was 
no doubt deeply impressed with the paramount im- 
portance of geometry, and even inscribed upon the gates 
of the Lyceum a prohibition against any one entering 
who was ignorant of it. The same spirit of exaggera- 
tion which ascribes to him the analytical method, has 
also given rise to the notion that he was the discoverer 
of the Conic Sections ; a notion which is without any 
truth and without the least probability. 

Of the works written by the Greek geometers some 
have come down to us ; some of the most valuable, as 
the ‘ Elements’ and ‘ Data’ of Euclid, and the ‘ Conics’ 
of Apollonius. Others are lost ; but. happily, Pappus, 
a mathematician of some merit, who flourished in the 
Alexandrian school about the end of the fourth cen- 
tury, has left a valuable account of the geometrical 
writings of the elder Greeks. Ilis Avork is of a mis- 
cellaneous nature, as its name, ‘ Mathematical Col- 
lections,’ implies ; and excepting a few passages, it has 
never been published in the original Greek. Coin- 
inandini, of Urbino, made a translation of the Avhole 
six books then discovered ; the first has never been 
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found, but half the second being in the Savilian library 
at Oxford, was translated by Wallis a century later. 
Cominandini’s translation, with his learned commen- 
tary, was not jwinted before his death, but the Duke of 
Urbino (Francesco Maria) caused it fo be ])ublished 
in 1588, at Pisa, and a second edition was published 
at Venice the next year : a fact most honourable to 
that learned and accomplished age, when we recollect 
how many years Newton’s immortal work was pub- 
lished before it reached a second edition, and that in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

The two first books of Pappus appear to have been 
purely arithmetical, so that their loss is litth; to be 
lamented. The eighth is on mechanics, and the other 
five are geometrical. The most interesting j»ortion is 
the .seventh ; the introduction of which, addnissed to 
his son iis a guide of his geometrical studies, contains 
a full enumeration of the works written by the (Ireek 
geometers, and an account of the ])articu]ar subjects 
which each treated, in some instances giving a summary 
of the propositions themselves with mor»‘ or less ob- 
scurity, but always with great brevity. Among them 
was a work which <.*xcited great interest, and for a 
long time balllcd the conjectnn's of mathematicians, 
Euclid’s three books of ‘Porisms:’ of these we shall 
afterwards have occasion to sjicak more fully. His 
‘J^ci ad Superficiem,’ apf •• ‘ently treating of curves 
of double curvature, is another, the loss of which was 
greatly lamented, the more lajcause Pappus has given 
no account of its contents. I’liis he bad done in the 
case of the ‘ Ijoci PI- li’ of Apollonius. Euclid’s four 
books on conic sections are also lost: but of Apol- 
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lonius’s eight books on the same sul)ject, the most 
important of the whole series, the ‘ Elements’ excepted, 
four were })reserved, and three more were discovered 
in the seventeenth century. His Inclinations, his 
Tactions or Tangencies, his sections of Space and of 
Ratio, and his Determinate section, however curious, 
are of less importance ; all of them are lost. 

For many years Commandini’s publication of the 
‘ Collections’ and his commentary did not lead to any 
attempt at restoring the lost works from the general 
account given by Pappus. Albert Girard, in 1634, 
informs us in a note to an edition of Stevinus, that he 
had restored Euclid’s ‘ Porisms,’ a thing eminently 
unlikely, as he never j)ublished any part of his resto- 
ration, and it was not found after his decease. In 
1637, Fermat restored the ‘ Loci Plani' of Apollonius, 
but in a manner so little according to the ancient 
analysis, that we cannot be said to aj)proach l>y means 
of his laliours the lost book on this subject. In 1615, 
l)e la Hire, a lover and a sncct'i^sful cultivator of the 
ancient method, ])ublished liis Conic Section.s, but 
synthetically treated ; he added afterwards other works 
on epicycloids and conchoids, treated on the analytical 
])lan. L’lldpital, at the end of the seventeenth century, 
jniblished an excellent treatise on Conics, but purely 
algebraical. At the beginning of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, Viviani and Grandi a])j)lied themselves to the 
ancient gtiometry ; and the former gave a conjectural 
restoration (Divinatio) of Aristieus’s ‘ Loci Solidi,’ the 
curves of the second or Conic order. Rut all these 
attempts were exceedingly nnsuc'*essful, and the world 
was left ii. the dark, for the most pait, on the 
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highly interesting subject of the Greek geometry. We 
shall presently see that both Fermat and Halley, its 
most successful students, had made but an incon- 
siderable progress in the most difficult branches. 

How entirely the academicians of France were 
either careless of those matters, or ignorant, or both, 
appears by the ‘ Encyclop»;die ; ’ the mathematical 
department of which was under no less a geometrician 
than d’Alembert. The definition there given of ana- 
lysis makes it synonymous with algebra: and yet 
mention is made of the ancient writers on analysis, 
and of the introduction to the seventh book of Pappus, 
with only this remark, that those authors differ 
much from the modern analysts. But the article 
‘ Arithmetic’ (vol. i., p. 677) demonstrates this 
ignorance completely ; and that Pappus’s celebrated 
introduction had been rel’erred to by one who never 
read it. We there find it said, that Plato is su|>- 
posed to have invented the ancient analysis ; that 
Euclid, Apollonius, and others, including Pappus 
himself, studied it, but that we are quite ignorant 
of what it was : only that it is by some conceived to 
have resembled our algebra, as else Archimedes could 
never have mside his gr«it geiunetrical discoveries. It 
is, certainly, quite incredible that such a name as 
d’Alembert’s should be found affi.xed to this statement, 
which the mere reading any one page of Pappus’s 
books must have shown to he wholly erroneous ; and 
our wonder is the greiiter, inasmuch as Sinison’s ad- 
mirable restoration of Apollonius’s ‘ J^ci Pluni’ had 
l)een published fiv- years l)efore the ‘Encyclopedic’ 
appeared. 



SIMSON. 


475 


Again, in the ‘ Encyclopfcdie,’ the word Analysis, 
as meaning the Greek method, and not algebra, is not 
even to Ije found. Nor do the words synthesis, or 
composition, inclinations, tactions or tangencies occur 
at all ; and though Porisms are mentioned, it is 
only to show the same ignorance of the subject ; for 
that word is said to be synonymous with ‘ lemma,’ 
because it is sometimes used by Papjms in the sense 
of subsidiary proposition. When Clairault wrote 
his inestimable work on curves of double curvature, 
he made no reference whatever to Euclid’s ‘ Loci ad 
Superficiem,’ much less did he handle the subject 
after the same manner ; he deals, indeed, with matters 
beyond the reach of the Greek geometry. 

Such %vas the state of this science when Robert 
Siinson first applied to it his genius, equally vigorous 
and undaunted, with the taste which he had early 
imbibed for the beauty, the simplicity, and the close- 
ness of the ancient analysis. 


Robkrt Simson was born on the 1 4th October (O.S.), 
1687, at Kirton Hill, in the iwirish of Wester Kill)ride, 
in Ayrshire. His father, John Simson, was a mer- 
chant in Glasgow : his grandfather, Patrick, was mini- 
ster of Renfrew, and Dean of the Faculties in the Uni- 
versity of Glasgow. Having been deprived at the Re- 
storation, on being reinstated at the Revolution, he 
accompanied Principal Carstjiirs and a depuhition as one 
of the C’ommissioners from the Kirk of Scotland to ad- 
dress the Sovereigns. Being a man of fine presence, 
it is related that the Queen ami her maids of honour 
mistook him for the Principal, till the King set them 
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right by presenting Carstairs to them. The grandson, 
Robert, is said to have been the eldest of seventeen 
children; and the estate of Kirton Hill, which had 
been in the family for several generations, being incon- 
siderable, it was necessary for him, as well as his 
brothers, to be jdaced in some profession. The asser- 
tion is made in one account, written by a son of 
Professor Millar, and is likely to be correct, that 
he was intended for the medical profession, and 
being sent to Licyden studied under Roerhaave. He 
aj)pears to have been at first intend«ul for the Church, 
and to have (^hanged his plan. J)r. Traill, ho\vev«T, 
says, that he was always intended for thetniurch, and 
that when the University of St. Andi’cw’s in 1716 
wished to confer on him a degree, they made him a 
Doctor of Medicine, because he had studi«Ht botany in 
his youth. Nothing can b«? mon* improbable than 
this story ; for to give him a degna; tlu^y had only to 
make liim Doctor of Daws, instead of taking a sfe|> 
which for ever threw discredit upon their medical 
honours. Mr. Millar must have heard the trulh from 
his father and the other professors, who had the 
lionour of knowing Dr. Sim.son p(‘rsoiiaIly, ami never 
could have imagined or invented the circumstance of 
his studying under Jloerhaave.* 

Of his early years we know iittle, but that he was 
always e.s.treimdy fond of > bug is certain ; and h«! 


^ 'riic acconiit which 1 have seen was in the late Karl of Ihiehan’s 
j;osses.sion, and was e\ten<l<*tl by matte rs eolleetetl wImmi Ik? himself 
stiidifil lit (ilafitrow. It s ..fiisliy the mathematienl a|»j>einaijee of it 
to have come from dames Millar, himself one? of the lVof(?s.sor.s. 
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must have liad a considerable turn for mechanical pur- 
suits if the tradition in the neighbourhood of Kirton 
Hill be well founded, which ascribes to him the mak- 
ing, or at least designing and placing a dial of a curious 
form (which I have seen) on a neatly ornamented pe- 
dcsti'il in the garden of his father’s house. At the usual 
early age of matriculation in Scotland, he was sent to 
the University of (ilasgow, and he had there made con- 
siderable progress in his studies before the love of mathe- 
matical pursuits appeared to possess him. His atten- 
tion was directed to theology, to logic, to Oriental 
learning ; and in the latter he had made such progress, 
that a relation who taught the class having fallen ill, 
Simson easily su|)plied his place for j)art of a session, 
the Scottish academical year. It was while engaged 
in theological studies that the mathematics first seized 
hold of his mind. He used in after life to relate how, 
wearied with the controversies to which his clerical 
studies led him, he would refresh himself with philo- 
sophical reading ; and not seldom finding himself 
there also tossed about l>y conflicting dogmas, he 
retired for peace and shelter to the certain science of 
necessary truth ; “ and then,” said he, “ I always 
■found mys«,*lf refreshed with rest.” 

It happened that no lecture or teaching of any kind 
was given by the professor who tilled the mathematical 
chair, receiving its emoluments, and neglecting its 
duties, when Simson went to the University. But 
curiosity, a propensity over strong in his nature through 
his whole life, made him \vish to see n-hat the science 
was, and he borrowed fV u\ a fri* nd a copy of Euclid, 
the \vork wnich he was destined afterwards to give 
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forth in a perfection that has made all gther editions 
of that great classic be forgotten. Over the elements 
of the science he pored assiduously and alone, with 
only the aid of suggestions occasionally given by a 
student some years older than himself; and the study 
falling in with his genius and his taste, he soon made 
himself master of the first six books, comprising plain 
geometry, and the eleventh and twelftli, treating of 
solids, those at least which are bounded by planes or 
by circular .arches. But he did not neglect the other 
branches of science taught at the College ; and he 
also gave his attention to the literary |)arts of educa- 
tion, so well ma.stering the Latin and Greek languages 
as to become a learned and accurate scholar. It was 
in the mathematics, liowever, that he chiefly excelled ; 
and his accomplishments in that science Injcoming 
known to the professorial body (the Scnatus Academi- 
cus), in whom is vested the jKitronage of the mathe- 
matical chair, and an early vacancy being foreseen, 
they offered him the succession in that event. Being 
then in his twenty-second year, he modestly declined 
to underhike so important a charge, but requested a 
year’s delay, during which he might repair to London, 
and become more familiar with the science and its cul- 
tivators. We may hence perceive that there could then 
have been no one at all versed in the mathematics at 
Glasgow ; and the allowi'’, so imporhint a branch of 
science to remain for so many years untaught becaiJ.se 
the teacher who received the ample emoluments of the 
chair either could not or would not perform its duties, 
affords a sufficient* omme a tary upon the great abus^e 
likely to flow from vesting the patronage of a proles- 
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sorship in the colleagues of the teacher. I have 
known a professor’s son appointed to the same chair, 
with few or no mathematical acquirements, because his 
father was much and justly respected among the mem- 
bers of the academicjil body. The same thing could 
not happen in Edinburgh, where the Crown or the 
magistrates have the patronage of all the professorships 
excepting one, and that is in the rej)resentative of the 
founder.* 

Simson repaired accordingly to London, where he be- 
came intimately acquainted, among others, witli Jones 
the optician, with Henry Litton of Christ’s Hosjtital, 
under whose tuition he placed himself, with Carswell, 
above all, with Edmund Halley, then a cajdain in the 
Navy, afterwards so celebrated as Dr. Halley ; of 
whom he used to assert that “ he had never known 
any other man of so acute and |)enetrating an under- 
standing, and of so pure a taste.” From him he re- 
ceived much personal kindness, and what he had 
reason to value still more, the advice to ])rosecute his 
study of the Ancient Geometry, and attempt restoring 
its lost books. Halley made him a present of his 
copy of Pappus, with notes in his own hand. Hut 
though these accidental circumstances tended to direct 
his .attention towards the scrupulous rigour as well as 
surpassing elegance of the Greek methods, it is a great 
mistjvke to suppose that he objected to the strictness of 
the modern analysis a.s inadetpiatu. That ho deemed 
its beauty inferior, and that he was riglit in so deem- 
ing, is certain ; but that he questioned the solidity of 


• Agriculture, ia the Pultcney Faniily. 
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its loundations is wholly untrue. Not only did he always 
explain its principles to his ])upils, though in a manner 
peculiar to himself, but he has left beliind him a trea- 
tise demonstrating the fuiidainental laws of the cal- 
culus, and we now possess it in a ])rinted form. E(|ually 
groundless is the notion that he (juestioned the sound- 
ness of the Newtonian Philosophy. I le was not ena- 
bled to make Sir Isaac’s ac(juaintance during liis resi- 
dence in London ; but among those he lived with he 
constantly had seen him viewed with a peculiar ol)- 
servance, and Halley in particular regarded him as 
hardly human, and his attainments in science as exalt- 
ing our species, while they ennobled himself, its rar(^^t 
individual. Simsoii's cojjy of tln^ ‘ Piincipia’ is fully 
noted in the margin witli illustrations, showing that 
he entirely assented to tln^ results of tin* investigations 
in the several proj)ositions, and only wislied to substi- 
tute certain steps in the demonstrations. Prof(‘ssor 
Uobison has also related (Art. Simson, Enryc. IJrit. 
xvii. 505) his constant remark, tliat the celebrated 
proposition in tlie ‘ Primdpia ’ on inverse ccntrip(*tal 
torces “ was the most important ever deli\erf‘d to man- 
kind in tile mixed mallnnnatics.” 

While he nmiained in London the e.xpected vacancy 
occurred in the chair at Glasgow, and h<‘ nduriUMl 
thither. I’he prole'* <ors app^Nir io have thought it 
right that their formerly ’'ct of duty should be com- 
[Mmsated by a very supertluou.- show of more than need- 
ful attention to it on this oci^asion ; for th(‘y recjuircd 
Mr. Simson to give proof <d his litness to succeed the 
sinecure incumbtir , by solving a geometrical problem, 
of which it is all but absolutely certain that they could 
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have no knowledge, unless the question was so simple as 
to afford no test of the candidate’s capacity. He pro- 
duced, however, what they might better understand, 
testimonials from known mathematicians in London, 
a farther proof of there being no cultivators of the 
science then resident in the metropolis of Scottish 
manufactures. 

He was thus appointed professor in 1711, and im- 
mediately began the regular course of instruction, 
which he continued for half a century. He taught 
two classes live days a week for seven months every 
year. Though geometry was his own favourite study, 
lie was a thorough algebraist also, and so well versed 
in mathematical science at large, that he gave lectures 
on its general history. ^Vith astronomy, and the other 
braiiclujs of the mixed mathematics, he was no less 
conversant ; and in various departments of jihysics he 
had made great progress. In botany he was parti- 
cularly expert; it formed his chosen amusement dur- 
ing tlie, walks in which he r»daxed from his severer 
studies. His curiosity led him into other paths of 
science, 'i’o logic, that of the schools, he had given 
so much attention, that of a tract, composed by him 
upon its principles, some portion remains among his 
pajiers ; it is said to jiosscss great merit ; and doubtless 
this study was congenial to the one which he mainly 
pursued, nor could it fail to aid his strict and luminous 
method of both defining, demonstrating, and explain- 
ing the truths of geometry. 

Among his colleaguc'^' after he had been professor 
a few years, were some .f the n )st eminen*^^ men of 
that, or indeed of any agr. 3Ioore, professor of Greek, 
and author of the aduiirable and elegant ‘Grammar 
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Hutcheson, and Adam Smith, successively teachers of 
moral philosophy ; Cullen, the celebrated physician ; 
Black, the great founder of modern chemistry — all 
taught while Simson flourished ; JVIillar only became 
professor of law at the close of the brilliant period 
now referred to, and Robison succeeded Black in 1761, 
soon after Simsori’s resignation. 

But a teacher s influence is nothing in surrounding 
himself with illustrious colleagues : of great pupils 
he may more easily obtiiin a following. Of these. 
Dr. Simson had some whose names are still honoured 
among mathematicians. AVilliamson, afterwards liis 
assistant in the class, a man of great promise, whose 
early death at the Factory of Lisbon, to which lie was 
chaplain, alone prevented him from following witli 
distinction his master’s footstejis ; S(‘ott, jireceptor to 
George III. when Prince of Wales, afterwards a Com- 
missioner of Excise in London, perhaps the most 
accomplished of all amateur mathematicians who 
never gave their works to the world ; "iVaill, author 
of the excellent elementary treatise of algebra, of a 
very learned and exceedingly ill-written, indeed, hardly 
readable, life of his friend and teacher, but a man of 
great capacity for science, entirely extinguished, to- 
gether with his taste for its pursuits (as Professor 
Playfair used to lament), by the sinecure emoluments 
of the Irish Church ; bo" hove all, Matthew Stewart, 
Simson’s favourite puj>il, and whose suggestions, and 
indeed contributions, he re<!ords in his works with 
appropriate eulogy, as he dues on one occasion an in- 
genious theorem if Traill — these were among his 
scholars, and w'ere, witli Robison, the most dis- 
tinguished of their number. His method of lecturing 
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is, by both of the pupils who have written his history. 
Professor Robison and Dr. Traill, described as singu- 
larly attractive. His e.xplanations were j»erfectly clear, 
and were delivered with great sjurit, as well as with 
the pure taste which presided over all his mathe- 
matical ])rocesses. His elocution was distinct and 
natural, his whole manner at once easy and impres- 
sive. He did not confine his tuition to the (‘hair, but 
encouraged his pupils to proj)Ound their difficulties in 
private, and was always accessil)le to their demands ot 
assistance and advice. Hence the affectionate zeal with 
which they followed his teaching and ever cherished 
his memory. 

Successful, however, as he proved in the chair, his 
geniiis was bent to the diligent investigation of truth 
in the science of which he was so gn?at a master. 
I’he ancient geometry, that of the (J reeks of which I 
have spoken, early fixed his attention and occuj»ied his 
mind by its extraordinary elegance, l>y the lucid clear- 
ness with which its investig;itions are conducted, by 
the e.xercise wdiich it affords to the reasoning faculties, 
and above all, by the absolute rigour of its demon- 
strations. He never undervalued modern analysis ; it 
is a gi’eat mistake to represent him as either disliking 
its process, or insensible to its vast importjince for the 
solution ol questions which the Greek analysis is 
w'holly incapsible of reaching. Rut he considered it 
as only to be used in its proper sjdiere: and that 
sphere he held to exclude whatever of geometrical 
investigation can be, w'th convenience and elegance, 
carried on by purely geometrical . lethods. The appli- 
cation of algebra to geiunetry, it w’ould be ridiculous 

2 1 2 
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to suppose that cither he or his celebrated pupil 
Stewart disliked or undervalued. Thiit apjdication 
forms the most valuable service which modern analysis 
has rendered to science. Hut they did object, and 
most reasonably and consistently, to the introduction 
of algebraic reasoning wherever the investigation 
could, thougli less easilj', yet far more satisfactorily, 
be performed geometrically. They saw, too, that in 
many instances the algebraic solution leads to con- 
structions of the most complex, clumsy, unmanage- 
able kind, ;ind therefore must be, in all these instances, 
reckoned more dillicult, and even more prolix than 
the geometrical, from the loriner being conlined to the 
expression of all the relations of sj)aee and position, 
by magnitudes, by ([uantify and number, (even after 
the aritlunetic of sines had been introduced,) wliile 
the latter could avail itself ol' circles and angles 
directly. They would liave e(jually objected to car- 
rying geometrical reasoning into the fields jioculiarly 
approjtriate to modern analysis ; and if one of them, 
Stewart, did endeavour to investigate by the anci(;nt 
geometry physical problems supposed to be placed 
beyond its reach — as the sun’s distance, in which he 
failed, and Kepler’s problem, in which he marvel- 
lously succeeded, that of dividing the elliptical area in 
a given ratio hy a .straight line drawn from one focus — 
this is to he taken only as a' omage lo the undervalued 
potency of tlie Greek analysis, or at most, as a feat of 
geometrical force, and by no means as an indication of 
any wish to substitute so imjicrfcct, however beautiliil, 
an instrument, for ihe more powerful, though more 
ordinary one of the calculus wliicli “ alone can work 
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great marvels.” At the same time, and with all the 
necessary confession of the merits of the modern 
method, it is certain that those geometricians would 
have regarded the course taknen by some of its votaries 
in more recent times as exceptionable, whether with a 
view to clearness or to good taste : a course to the full 
us objectionable as would l)e the banishing of alge- 
braical and substituting of geometrical symbols in the 
investigations of the higher geometry. Jja Place’s great 
work, the " jMecanique (Jtdeste,’ and JLa Grange’s ‘ Meca- 
nique Analytique,* have treated of tin? whole science of 
dynamics and of physical astronomy, comprehending 
all the doctrine of trajectories, dealing with geome- 
trical ideas throughout, and ideas so purely geometrical 
that the algebraic symbols, as far as their works are 
concerned, have no possible meaning apart from lines, 
angles, surfaces ; and yet in their whole compass they 
have, not one single diagram of any kind. Surely, 
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may ask if |^f///yan pos- 


/f///\ca 


sibly bear any other meaning than the tangent 
and the radius of curvature of a curve line : that 
is, a straight line toucliing a curve, and a circle 
whose curvature is that of another curve where 
they meet; any meaning, at least, which can make 
it material that they should ever he seen on the 
])age of the analyst. These expressions are utterly 
without sense, except in reference to geometrical con- 


Or ((/x* -ff/y*) ' 
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sidertations ; for although a: and y are so general that 
they express any numbers, any lines, nay, any ideas, 
any rewards or punishments, any thoughts of the mind, 
it is manifest that the scpiare of the differential of a 
thought, or the differential of the differential of a reward 
or punishment, has no meaning; and so of every thing 
else but of the very tangent or osculating circle s radius ; 
consefjuently the generality of the symbols is wholly 
useless ; the juirticular case of two lines l>eing the only 
thing to which the expressions can possibly be meant 
to aj)ply. Why, then, all geometrical symbols should 
be so carefully avoided when we are really treating of 
geometrical examples and geometrical ideas, and of 
these alone, seems hard to understand. 

As the exclusive lovers of modern analysis have 
fre(|uently and ve*ry erroru'ously susjMjtded tlui ancients 
of possessing soim? such instrument, and concealing 
the use of it by giving their demonstrations synthe- 
tically after reaching their conclusions anal\ tic ally, so 
some lovers of ancitmt analysis have supposcid that Sir 
Isaac Newton obtaim;d his solutions by algebrai<* 
inve.stigations, and then covered them with a synthetic* 
dress ; among oth(‘rs, J)r. Simson leant to this 
opinion respecting the ‘ Prmcipia.* lie used to say 
that he knc:w this from Halley, by whose urgent advice^ 
Sir Isaac was incluced to adoj>t the synthetic form of 
demonstration, after liav .\.^ chscovered thc^ truths ana- 
lytically. Machin is known to have held the same 
language ; he said that the ‘ Principia was algebra in 
disguise. Assuredly, the prol)a!)ility of this is fn* 
greater than that of the ancients having posst^sst'd and 
kept secret the analytical process of modern times. In 
the predhee to bis ‘ Loci Plani,’ J)r. Simson fully refutes 
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this notion respecting the ancients : a notion which, 
among others, no less a writer than Wallis hud 
strongly maintained.* 

Dr. Simson is by some supposed to have hud at one 
time the intention of discussing at large the proper 
limits of the ancient and the modern analysis in the 
investigation of mathematical truths. This no doul)t 
ap|)ears to l)e the meaning of a passage in his preface to 
the Conic Sections : “ In quantum autem differat ana- 
lysis geometrica ah ea qua3 calculo instituitur algel)raico, 
atque ubi hoic aut ilia sit usurpamla, alias disseren- 
duuC Professor Robison thought he had seen a por- 
tion of the work ; hut he must have been mistaken ; 
for in answer to Mr. Scott's letter urging him to pub- 
lish this, and referring to the preface in the words just 
cited, he expressly says, that though this })assage might 
well mislead, he never meant, except l)y “ blundering 
in the expression, anything of the kind, had no paper, 
and never wrote anything about the matter:’* and this 
was written in 17 () 4 , four years l)efore his death, and 
eleven or twelve years after Professor Robison attended 
his class. Nothing can be more clear than that between 
1704 and liis death, in 1708 , he never attempted any 
work of moment ; much more any work sucli as the one in 

* Algebra Pra^f. “I lane Gnecos oliin Iiabuisse non est qiiod 
(lubiteiniis ; sed studio celatam, nec teincre propalaudam. Ejus 
effertus (utul clam cclata ) siuis conspicui tipiid Arcliiinedom, 
Apollonium, aliosque.’’ It is strange that any one of onlinary 
reflection should have overlookwl the utter impossibility of all the 
geometricians in ancient liiin ^ keeping the secret of an art winch 
must, if it existed, hfive been « riivers{ilh tnown in the mathematical 
schools, and a time when every man of the least learning or even 
of the most ordinary wlucatioi was taught geometry. 
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question, which we thus have his own authority for say- 
ing he never had previously entertained any intention of 
composing. It is much to he lamented that he never 
did give such a work to the world. His thoughts had 
often been very profoundly directed to the subject; 
and no one was so well fitted to handle it with the 
learning and with the judgment which its e.xecution 
required. 

That he did not undervalue algebra and the calculus 
to which it has given rise, apj)ears from many circum- 
stances — among other.s, from what has already been 
statetl ; it ap|M.‘ars also from this, that in many of his 
manuscripts there are found algebraical formulas for 
|»ropositions which he had invest igatc'd geomt'trically. 
MacJaurin consulted him on the preparation of his 
admirable work, tlie ‘ Fluxions,' and receivcul from him 
copious suggestions and assistance. Indeed, he adopted 
from him the celebrated demonstration of tin* fluxion (or 
dillerential) of a rectangle.* Hut Siinson's wholi; mind, 
when left to its natural bent, was given to flu? beauties 
of the Greek geometry ; and he had not been many 
months settled in his academical situation when lie 
began to follow the advice which Halley had given 
him, as both calculated, he .said, to promote his 
own reputation, and to conl'er a lasting lienefit upon 
the science cultivated by them both with an eipial de- 
votion. It is even cert.ui. that the obscure and most 
didicult subject of Porisms very early occupied his 
thoughts, and was the field of his researches, though to 
the end of his life he never had made such progres.s in 

• book i. ch. ii. prop. ,3. 
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the investigation as satisfied himself. Before 1715, 
three years after he began his course of teaching, he 
was deeply engaged in this inquiry ; but he only re- 
garded it as one branch of the great and dark subject 
which Halley had recommended to his care. After he 
had completely examined, corrected, and published, 
with most important additions, the Conics of Apollo- 
nius, which happily remain entire, Imt which, as we 
have seen, had been most inelegantly and indeed alge- 
braically given by De la Hire, L’Hbpital, and others, to 
restore the lost books was his great desire, and formed 
the grand achievement which he set before his eyes. 

We have already shown how scanty the light was 
by which liis steps in this path must be guided. The 
introduction to the seventh book of Pappus contained 
the whole thfit had reached our times to let us know 
the contents of the lost works. Some of the sum- 
maries which that valuable discourse contains are suffi- 
ciently explicit, as those of the Loci Plani and the 
Determinate Section. Accordingly, former geometri- 
l ians had succeeded in restoring the J^ci Plani, or 
those propositions which treat of loci to the circle 
and rectilinefir figures. They had, indeed, proceeded 
in a very unsatisfactory manner ; Schooten, a Dutch 
mathematician of great industry and no taste, had 
given purely algebraic solutions and demonstrations. 
Fermat, one of the greatest mathematicians of the 
seventeenth century, had proceeded more according to 
the geometrical rules of the ancients ; but he had kept 
to general solutions, and neither he nor Schooten had 
given the different ca».es, accora ng as the uata in each 
proposition were varic’, so that their works w'ere nearly 
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useless in the solution of problems, the great purpose 
of Apollonius, as of all the authors of the toito? 
avdXvoftevov — the thirty-three ancient books. As for 
the analysis, it was given by neither, unless, indeed, 
Schooten’s algebra is to be so termed : Fermat’s de- 
monstrations were all synthetical. His treatise, though 
written as early as 1629, was only published among 
his collected works in 1670. Schooten’s was published 
among his ‘ Exercitationes Mathematicce’ in 1657. Of 
the field thus left open Dr. Simson took possession, 
and he most successfully cultivated every corner 
of it. Nothing is left without the most full discus- 
sion ; all the cases of each jjroposition are thoroughly 
investigjited. Many new truths of great importane «5 
are added to thost; which had Iwen unfolded by the 
(ireek philosopher. The whole is given with the ]>er- 
fect preci.sion and the pure elegance of the ancient 
analysis ; and the universal assent of the scientific 
world has even confessed that there is every reasoji to 
consider the restored work jis greatly superior to the 
lost original. 

The history of this excellent treatise shows in a 
striking manner the cautious and modest nature of ifs 
author. He had completed it in 1738; but, unsatisfied 
with it, he kept it by him for eight years. He could 
not bring himself to think that he had given the 
“ ip-sissimse projKJsitiones <>. ..\pollonius in the very 
order and spirit of the original work.” He was then 
persuaded to let the l)ook apjMsir, and it was published 
in 174G. His .^rmer scruples and alarms recurred ; 
he 8topj>ed the publication ; he bought up the copies 
that had been sold ; he kept them three years longer 
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by him ; and it was only in 1749 that the work really 
appeared. Thus had a geometrician complied with 
the rule prescribed by Horace for those whose writings 
liave no stjindard by which to estimate their merits 
with exactness. 

In the meantime he had extended his researches into 
other parts of the subject. Among the rest he had 
restored and greatly extended the work on Determi- 
nate Section, or the various propositions respecting 
the proi>erties of the squares and rectangles of seg- 
ments of lines passing through given points. There 
is no doul)t that the prolixity, however elegant, with 
which the ancients treated this subject, is somewhat 
out of pro|)ortion to its importance ; and as it is pecu- 
liarly adapted to the algebraical method, presenting, 
indeed, little difficulty to the analyst, the loss of the 
I’ergrean treatise is the less to be deplored, and its re- 
storation was the less to l>e desired. Apollonius had 
even thought it expedient to give a double set of solu- 
tions ; one by straight lines, the other by semicircles. 
Dr. Siinson’s restoration is most full, certainly, and 
cont^iins many and large additions of his own. It fills 
above three hundred quarto pages. His predecessors 
had bcim Snellius, whose attempt, jmblished in 1008, 
was universally allowed to be a failure: and Anderson, 
a professor of Aberdeen, whose work, in 1612, w’as 
much better, but confined to a small j)art only of the 
subject. 

About the time that Dr. Simson finiilly published 
the Loci Plani, he began his great labour of giving a 
correct and full edition of the L ements. The manner 
in which this has 1)6' n accomplished by him is w’ell 
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known. The utmost care was bestowed on the revi- 
sion of the text; no pains were spared in collating 
editions ; all commentaries were consulted ; and the 
elegance and perfect method of the original has been 
so admirably preserved, that no rival has ever yet risen 
up to dispute with Simson’s Euclid the possession of 
the schools. The time bestowed on this useful work 
was no less than nine years. It only was published in 
1758. To the second edition, in 176’2, he added a 
similarly correct edition of the Data, comprising 
several very valuable original propositions of his own, 
of Mr. Stewart, and of Dord Stanhope, together with 
two excellent problems to illustrate the use of the 
Data in solutions. 

We thus find Dr. Simson employed in th(!se various 
works which he successively gave to the world, elal)orated 
with infinite care, and of which the fame and the use 
will remain as long as the mathematics arc cultivated, 
some of them delighting students who pursue the 
science for the mere speculative love of contemplating 
abstract truths, and the gratification of followitjg the 
rigorous proofs jteculiar to tliat science ; some for the 
instruction of men in the elements, which are to 
form the foundation of tl>eir pmctical !ipj)lications of 
geometry. But all the while his mind never could be 
wholly severed from the .•rM" iilation which had in his 
earliest days riveted his at»ei;tion by its curious and 
singular nature, and fired his youthful ambition by 
its difficulty, and van(|uished all his predecessors in 
tlieir efforts to mas! ,r it. We have seen that as early 
;.s 1715 at the latest, probably much earlier, the obscure 
subject of Forisms had engaged his thoughts ; and soon 
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after, his mind was so entirely absorbed by it that he 
could apply to no other investigation. The extreme 
imperfection of the text of Pappus, the dubious nature 
of his description, his rejection of the definition which 
appeared intelligil)le, his substituting nothing in its 
place except an account so general that it really con- 
veyed no precise information, the hiatus in the account 
he subjoins of Euclid’s three books, so that even with 
the help of the lemmas related to these propositions of 
the lost work, no clear or steady light could be de- 
scried to guide the incjuirer — for the first porism of 
the first book alone remained entire, the general 
porism being given wholly truncated (inancum et iin- 
perlecturn) — i»ll seemed to present obstacles wholly 
insurmountable, and after various attempts for years 
ho was fain to conclude with Halley that the mystery 
belonged to the number of those which can never laj 
})enetrated. lie lost his rest in the anxiety of this 
in<|uiry ; sleep forsook his couch; his appetite was 
gone; his health was wholly shaken; he was eom- 
pclled to give over the pursuit; he w^as “ obliged,” he 
say.s, “ to resolve steadily that he never more should 
touch the subject, and as often as it came uj)ou him he 
drove it away from his thoughts.”* 

It happened, however, about the month of April, 
1722 , that wdiile w'alking on the banks of the Clyde 
with some friends, he had fallen behind the company ; 
and musing alone, the rejected topic found access to 


• “ Firniiter animimi imluM !.a‘c imnij ini in postot.im invosfi- 
garc. Unde qnofies nienli oveurrebanf, lotios ex*! .'ircelKiin.” — (Oji. 
Ibd. .320. Tnef. ad I’orisnia..;.) 
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his thoughts. After some time a sudden light broke 
in upon him ; it seemed at length as if he could descry 
something of a path, slipj)ery, tangled, interrupted, but 
still practicable, and leading at least in the direction 
towards the object of his research. He eagerly drew 
a figure on the stump of a neighbouring tree with a 
piece of chalk ; he felt assured that he had now the 
means of solving the great ])roblem ; and although he 
afterwards tells us that he then had not a sufficiently 
clear notion of the subject (eo tempore Porismatum 
naturam non satis compertain habebam),* yet he accom- 
plished enough to make him communicate a paper 
upon the discovery to the Royal Society, the first 
work he ever published (Phil. Trans, for 1723). He 
was wont in after life to show the spot on whicli the 
tree, long since decayed, had stood. If penid venture 
it had been preserved, the frequent lover of (ireek 
geometry would have iwjen seen making his pilgrimage 
to a spot consecrated by such touching recollections. 
The graphic pen of Montucla, which gave such interest 
to the story of the first observation of the transit of 
Venus by Horrox in Lancashire, and to the Torricellian 
experiment,f is alone wanting to clothe this passage 
in colours as vivid and as unfading. 

This great geometrician continued at all the inter- 
vals of his other labours intently to investigate the 
subject on which he thus tir.«t threw a steady light. 

His first care upon having made this discovery was to 
extend the particular propositions until he had obtained 


Op. Rel. 320. 


I Hist, de Math. vol. i. 
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the general one. A note among his memoranda a|)- 
jMjars to have been made, as was his custom, of the 
date at which he succeeded in any of his investiga- 
tions.* — “ Hodie haec de porismatis inveni, R. S., 23 
April 1722.” Another note, 27th April, 1722, shows 
that he had then obtained the general proposition ; he 
afterwards communicated this to Maclaurin when he 
passed through Glasgow on his w.ay to France ; and 
on his return he communicated to Dr. Simson with- 
out demonstration a proposition concerning conics 
derived from it, which led his friend to insert some 
important investigations in his Conic Sections. In 
1723 the publication of his paper took place in the 
Philosophical Transactions ; it is extremely short, and 
does not appear to contain all that the author had 
communicated ; for we find this sentence inserted 
before the last portion of the paper : — “ His adjecit 
clarissimus professor propositiones duas sequentes libri 
j)rimi Porismatum Euclidis, a se quoque restitutas.” 
The paper contains the first general proposition and 
its ten cases, and then tlie second with its cases. No 
general description or definition is given of Porisms ; 
and it is plain that his mind was not then finally made 
up on this obscure subject, although he had obtained a 
clear view of it generally. 


* III one there is this note upon tlie solution of a problem of 
tactions, — “ Feb. 9, 1734 ; — Post horain priinam ante meridiem 
and much later in life we find the same particularity in marking 
the time of discovery. His birthday was October 14, and having 
solved a problem on that da>, 1764, he says — 

14 Octobr. 1764. 

Deo Opt. Max. benignissimo bervatori l-^ Octobr. 1687 . . 

Laos et gloria. 77 (gciL Anno /Etatis.) 




406 


SIMSON. 


At what time his knowledge of the whole became 
matured we are not informed ; but we know that his 
own nature was nice and dilficult on the subject of his 
own works ; that he never was satisfied with what he 
had accomplished ; and he probably went on making 
constant additions and improvements to his work. 
Often urged to jniblish, he as constantly reiused ; in- 
deed he would say that he had done nothing, or next 
to nothing, which was in a state to appear before tlie 
world ; and moreover, he very early began to aj>pre- 
hend a decay of his faculties, from observing his recol- 
lection of recent things to fail, as is very usual with 
all men; for as early as 1751, we find him giving this 
as a reason for declining to undertake a work on Lord 
Stonhope’s recommendation, when he w’as only in his 
sixty-lifth year. Thus, though he at first used to say 
he had nothing ready for publication, he afterwards 
added, that he was too old to complete his work satis- 
factorily. In his earlier days he used occasionally to 
afiect a kind of odd mystery on the subject, and when 
one of his pupils (Dr. Traill) submitted to him some 
propositions, which he regarded as porisms. Dr. Sim- 
son would neither admit nor deny that they were such, 
but said with some pleasantry, “ They are propositions.” 
One of them, however, lie has given in his work as a 
porism, and Avith a complimentary reference to its 
ingenious and learned author. 

Thus his life wore away without completing this 
great work, at least Avithout putting it in such a con- 
dition as satisfied himself. It AA^as left among his MSS., 
and by the judicious munificence of a noble geometri- 
cian, the liberal friend of scientific men, as Avell as the 
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successful cultivator of science, Earl Stanhope,* it 
was, after his death, published, with his restoration of 
Apollonius’ treatise De Sectione determinata, a short 
paper on Logarithms, and another on the Method of 
Limits geometrically demonstrated, the whole forming 
a very handsome quarto volume ; of which the 
Porisms occupies nearly one-half, or 277 pages. 

This work is cerbiinly the master-piece of its distin- 
guished author. The extreme difficulty of the subject 
was increased by the corruptions of the text that re- 
mains in the only ])assage of the ( Ireek geometers wliich 
has reacdied us, the only few senten(‘es in which any 
mention whatever is made of porisms.- This passage is 
contained in the preface or introduction to the seventh 
book of Pappus, which we have already had occasion 
to cite. Hut this was by far the l(‘ast of the difficul- 
ties which met the inquirer after the hidden treasure, 
the r(‘storer of lost science, though Albert Girard 
thought or said, in 1635, that he had restored the Po- 
risms of Emdid. As we have seen, no trace of his 
labours is left ; and it seems extremely unlikely that 
he should have really performed such a ftNat and given 
no proofs of it. Halley, the most learned and ablt‘ of 
Dr. Simson’s pn^decessors, had tried the subject, and 
tried it in vain. He thus records his failure Hae- 
tenus Porismatum descriptio nec mihi intellecta nec 
lectori profutura.” These are his words, in a preface 
to a translation which he published of Pappus’s 
seventh book, much superior in execution to that of 
(’ommandini. But tiils eminent geoMietrician was 

♦ Cirandfathc- of the present Earl. 

2 K 
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much more honest than some> and much more safe 
and free from mistake than others who touched upon 
the subject which occupied all students of the ancient 
analysis. He was far from pretending* like Girardus, 
to have discovered that of which all were in ([uest. But 
neither did he blunder like Pemberton, whom we find, 
the very year of Siinson’s first publication, actually 
saying in his paper on the Rainbow — “For the 
greater brevity I shall deliver them (his propositions) 
in the form of porisms, as, in my opinion, the ancients 
called all propositions treated by analysis only” (Philo- 
sophical Ti’ansjvctions, 1723, p. 148) ; and, truth to 
say, his investigation is not very like ancient analysis 
either. The notion of H’Alembert, somewhat later, 
has laien alludetl to already ; he imagined j>orisms to l>e 
synonymous with lemma, misled by an equivocal use 
of the word in some passages of ancient authors, if 
indeed he had ever studied any of the writers on the 
Greek geometry, which, from what I have stated l)e- 
fore, seems exceedingly doubtful. But the most extra- 
ordinary, and indeed ine.xcusable ignorance of tlie sub- 
ject is to be seen in some who, long after Simson’s 
paper had been published, were still in the dark ; and 
though that paj)er di<I not fuliy explain th(j matter, it 
yet ought to liave prevented such errors as these fell 
into. Thus Castillon, in J7GI, showed that he con- 
ceived porisms to be nierc'^ ihe constructions of Eu- 
clid’s Data. If this were so, there might have been 
some truth in liis lioast of having solved all the Porisms 
of Euclid ; and he might have Iwen able to perform 
his promise of soon publishing a restoration of those lost 
books. 
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It is remarkable enough that before Ilalbjy’s at- 
tempts and their failure, candidly acknowledged by 
himselfj Fermat had made a far nearer ap|)roach to a 
solution of the difficulty than any other of Simson’s 
predecessors. That great geometrician, after fully 
admitting the difficulty of the subject, and asserting* 
that, in modern times, porisms were known hardly 
even by name, announces somewhat too confidently, 
if not somewhat vaingloriously, thiit the light had at 
length diiwned upon him, 'I- and that he should soon 
give a full restoration of the whole three lost books of 
Euclid. Now the light had but broke in by a small 
chink, as a mere faint glimmering, and this restora- 
tion was <(uite impossible, inasmuch as there remained 
no account of what tho.se books contained, except- 
ing a very small portion obscurely mentioned in 
the preface of Pappus, and the lemmas given in the 
course of the seventh book, and given as subservient 
to the resolution of porismatic ([uestions. Never- 
theless Fermat gave a demonstration of five propo- 
sitions, “ in order,” he say.s, “ to show what a porism 
is, and to what ])urposes it is subservient.” These 
propositions are, indeed, porisms, though their several 
enumerations are not given in the true porismatic 
form. Thus, in ihe most remarkable of them, the 
fifth, he gives the construction as part of the enuucia- 

* ‘‘ Tntcntata ac velut disperata Poritiinatuni Euflidtea lioctriiia. — 
Geoinotrici (wvi rcop.utioris) uec vel do iioiiiiue coguovoriuit, ai\t 
qiuxi os.sc*t solinninodo sunt siispicati.” — (Var. Opera, p. 

t “Nobis ill lenebris (Inti ripeutie'tibus, tandeni so (Natimi 
Porismatuni) ebira ad videiiituiii obtulit, et pura pel noetein luce; 
refulsit.’’ — ( Epist. ib.) 



500 


SIMSON. 


tion. So far, however, a considerable step was made ; 
but when he conies to show in what manner he dis- 
covered the nature of his porisms, and how he defines 
them, it is plain that he is entirely misled by the 
erroneous definition justly censured in the passage of 
Pappus already referred to. He tells us that his pro- 
positions answer the definition ; he adds that it reveals 
the whole nature of porisms ; he says that by no other 
account but the one contained in the definition, could 
we ever have arrived at a knowledge of the hidden 
value;* and he shows how, in his fifth proposition, 
the porism flows from a locus, or rather he confounds 
jiorisins with loci, saying porisms generally arc loci, 
and so he treats his own fifth proposition as a locus, and 
yet the locus to a circle which he states as that from 
which his proposition flows has no connexion with it, 
according to Dr. Sinison’s Ju.st remark (‘Opera Reliqua,’ 
p. 845). That the (bdinition on whiidi he ndies is 
truly inijierfect, ap|H;ars from this : there could be 
no algeliraical porism, were every porism connected 
with a local theorem, lint an abundant variety of 
geome*trical j)orisnis can be referred to, which have no 
possible connexion with loci. Thus, it has never been 
denied that most of the Propositions in the Higher 
Geometry, which I investigated in 1797, were jmrisms, 
yet many of them were wholly unconnected with loci ; 
as that affirming the possiiiUity of describing an hyper- 
bola which should cut in a given ratio all the areas 
of the parabolas lying between given straight lines.f 

* Var. 0|i., p. 118. 
t riiil. Trans., 1798, p. 111. 
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Here the locus has nothing to do with the solution, 
as if the proposition were a kind of a local theorem : 
it is only the line dividing the curvilineal areas, and it 
divides innumeraijle such ureas. Professor Playfair, 
who had thoroughly investigated the whole suliject, 
never in considering this proposition doubted for a 
moment its l)eing most strictly a porism. 

Therefore, although Fermat must he allowed to 
have made a considerahle stej), he was uiiacipiaiuted 
with the true nature of the jtorism ; and instead of 
making good his boast that he could restore the lost 
books, he never even attempted to restore the investi- 
gation of the first proposition, the only one that re- 
mains entire. A better proof can hardly be given of 
the difficulty of the whole subject.* 

Indeed it Jimst be confessed that Pappus’s account of 
it, our only source of knowledge, is exceedingly obscure, 
all l)ut the ])anegyrics which, in a somewhat tanta- 
lizing manner, he pronounces upon it. “ Collectio,” 
says he, “ curiosissima multarum rerum spectantium ad 
resolutioncm difficiliorum et generalioruni problema- 
tum” (lib. vii.. Proem). His definition already cited 
is, as he himself admits, very inaccurate ; because the 


* The resjiect tine to the great, name of Fermat, a venerable 
magistrate and most able gemaetrieian, is not to be questioned, lie 
was, indeed, one of the first inatheinatieians of the age in wliich he 
flourished, along with the Kobervals, the Harriots, the Deseartes. 
How near he approaehed tin* (iitfereiitial ealeiiUis is well known. 
His correspondence with Rob rval. Gas- iidi, Pascal, and others, 
occupies ninety folio jiages of his posthui. ous works, ..nd contains 
many most ingenious, original and profound observations on va- 
rious branc.lios of science. 
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connexion with a locus is not necessary to the poris- 
inatic nature, although it will very often exist, inas- 
much as each point in the curve having the same re- 
lation to certain lines, its description will, in most 
cases, furnish the solution of a problem, whence a 
porism may be deduced. Nor does Pappus, while ad- 
mitting the inaccuracy of the definition, give us one of 
his own. Perhaps we may accurately enough define 
a porism to be the enunciation of the possibility of 
finding that case in whi<;b a determinate problem be- 
comes indeterminate, and admits of an infinity of 
solutions, all of which are given by the statement of 
the case. 

For it appears essential to the nature of a porism 
that it should have some connexion with an indetermi- 
nate ])roblem and its solution. I apprehend that the 
poristic case is always one in which the data Ixjcomc 
such that a transition is made from the determinate to 
the indeterminate, from the problem being capable of 
one or two solutions, to its l>eing capable of an infinite 
number. Thus it would 1m; no porism to afiirm that 
an ellipse la'ing given, two lines may be found at right 
angles to each other, cutting the curve, and being in a 
proportion to each other which may be found : the two 
lines are the perjiendicijlars at the centre, and an; of 
course the two a.xes of tb ellipse; and though tins 
enunciation is in the outward form of a porism, the 
proposition is no more a porism than any ordinary pro- 
blem ; as that a circle l)eing given a point may Im; found 
from whence all the lines drawn to the circumfen;nce 
are equal, which is merely the finding of the centre. 
But su]»pose there be given the problem to inflect two 
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lines from two given points to the circumference of an 
ellipse, the sum of which lines shall be equal to a 
given line, the solution will give four lines, two on each 
side of the transverse axis. But in one case there will be 
innumerable lines which answer the conditions, namely, 
when the two points are in the axis, and so situated 
that the dishince of each of them from the farthest ex- 
tremity of the axis is equal to the given line, the j)oints 
being the foci of the ellipse. It is, then, a porism to 
affirm that an ellipse being given, two jminte may l)e 
found such that if from them be inflected lines to any 
point whatever of the curve, their sum shall be equal 
to a straight line which may be found ; and so of the 
Cassinian curve, in which the rectangle under the in- 
flected lines is given. In like manner if it be sought in 
the cubic hyperbola {yx'*—x — a) to inflect from two 
given points in a given straight line, two lines to a 
point in the curve, so that the tangent to that point 
shall, with the two pointe and the ordinate, cut the 
given line in harinonical ratio ; this, which is only 
capable of one solution in ordinary cases, lajcomes 
capable of an infinite number when the two points 
are in the axis, one of them the curve’s apex, and the 
other at the distance equal to the given line a from 
the aj)ex ; for in that case every fiingeut that can be 
drawn, and every ordinate, cut the given line har- 
monically with the curve itself and the given point.* 


* Tills curve lias many (Muions and elegant properties: for ex- 
ample — All the lines whicli <*an be cli*n vii in every direction from 
any point out of curve ire cut harmonically by the tangeiif, 
the ordinate, and the lines joining the two given points. This 
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Dr. Sinison’s definition is sucli that it connects 
itself Avith an indeterminate case of some problem 
solved, but it is defective, in ap])earance rather than 
in reality, from seeming to confine itself to one class 
of porisms. This ap|)earance arises from using the 
word “(/well" (tlala or datum) in two ditferent senses, 
both as describing the hypotlxesis and as affirming the 
jxossibility of finding the construction so as to answer 
the conditions. This double use of the word, indeed, 
runs through the book, and though purely classical, 
is yet very inconvenient; for it would be much more 
distinct to make one class of things those which are 
assuredly data, and the other, things which may be 
found. Nevertheless, as his definition makes all the 
innumerable things not given have the same relation 
to those which arc given, this should seem to be a 
limitation of the definition not necessary to the poristic 
nature. Pappus’s definition, or rather that which he 
says the ancients gave, and which is not e.\posed to 
the objection taken by him to the modern one, is 
really no definition at all ; it is only that a porism is 
sonxething between a theorem and a problem, and in 
which, instead of anything Ixeing proposed to be done, or 
to be proved, something is proposed to be investigated. 


might hecallHl tlie Harmonind L iavr, flid not another of the Titli 
order rather merit that name, which iias its axis (iivi(U*<i harmoni- 
caJly by the tangent, tiie iiorinal, the ordinate, and a given point in 

the axis. Its differential er| nation is 2d ^ ^ 

which is reducible, and its integral is an equation of the 12th order. 
There is another llarnioriical Curve, also, a transcendental one, in 
which chords vibrato isochronously. 
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This is erroneous, and contrary to the rules of logic 
from its generality ; it is, as the lawyers say, void for 
uncertainty. The modern one objected to by Pappus 
is not uncertain ; it is (juite accurate as far as it goes ; 
but it is too confined, and errs against the rules of 
logic by not being coextensive with the thing proposed 
to be defined. 

The difliculty of the subject has been sufficiently 
shown froju the extreme conciseness and the many 
omissions, the almost studied obscurity, of the only 
account of it which remains, and to this must cer- 
tainly Ije added the corruption of the Greek text. 
The success which attended Dr. Simson’s labours in 
restoring the lost work, as far as that was ]>ossible, and, 
at any rate, in giving a full elucidation of the nature of 
porisms, now, for the first time, disclosed to mathe- 
Jiiaticiaiis, is, on account of those great difficulties by 
which his predecessors had been baffied, the more to 
be admired, lint there is one thing yet more justly 
a matter of wonder, when we contrast his proceedings 
with theirs. The greater part of his life, a life ex- 
clusively devoted to mathematical study, had been 
passed in these researches. He had very early become 
possessed of the whole mystery, from other eyes so 
long concealed. He had obtained a number of the 
most curious solutions of problems connected with 
porisms, and was constantly adding to his store of 
porisms and of lemmas subservient to their investi- 
gation. For many years before his death, his work 
had attained, certainly ’ he, form, if not the size, in 
which we now possess it Yet he never could so far 
satisfy himself with wliat has abundantly satisfied 
every one else, as to make it public, and lie left it un- 



506 


SIMSON. 


published among his papers when he died. Nothing 
can be more unlike those who freely boasted of having 
discovered the secret, and promised to restore the 
whole of Euclid’s lost books. It is as certain that 
the secret was never revealed to them as it is that 
neither they nor any man could restore the books. 
Hut how speedily would the Castillons, the Alberts, 
even the Fermats, have given their works to the 
world had they become possessed of such a treasure as 
Dr. Simson had found ! Yet though ready for the 
press, and with its preface composed, and its title 
given in minute particularity, he never could think 
that he had so far elaborated and finished it as to 
warrant him in finally resolving on its pul)lication. 

There needs no panegyric of this most admirable 
performance. Its great merit is best estimated by tlie 
view which has been taken of the extraordinary 
difficulties overcome by it. The difficulty of some 
investigations — the singular beauty of the propositions, 
a beauty peculiar to the porism from the wonderfully 
general relations which it discloses — the simplicity of 
the combinations — the perfect elegance of the demon- 
strations — render this a treatise in which the lovers of 
geometrical science must ever find the purest delight. 

Beside the general discussions in the preface, and 
in a long and valuable sch sum after the sixtli propo- 
sition, and an example of algeluaical porisms, Dr. Sim- 
son has given in all ninety-one j)roposition8. Of 
these four are problems, ten are loci, forty-tliree are 
theorems, and the remaining thirty-four are porisms, 
including four suggested by Matthew Stewart, and 
the five of Fermat improved and generalized ; there 
are, besides, four lemmas and one porism suggested 
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by Dr. Traill, when studying under the Professor. 
There may thus be said to be in all ninety-eight pro- 
positions. The four lemmas are propositions ancillary 
to the author s own investigations ; for many of his 
theorems are the lemmas preserved by Pappus as an- 
cillary to the porisms of Euclid. 

In all these investigations the strictness of the 
Greek geometry is preserved almost to an excess ; and 
there cannot well be given a more remarkable illus- 
tration of its extreme rigour than the very outset of 
this great work ])resents. ' The porism is, that a point 
may be found in any given circle through which all 
the lines drawn cutting its circumference and meeting 
a given straight line shall have their segments within 
and without the circle in the same ratio. This, 
though a beautiful proposition, is one very easily 
demonstrated, and is, indeed, a corollary to some of 
those in the ‘ Elements.’ Dut Dr. Simson prefixes a 
lemma : that the line drawm to the right angle of a 
triangle from the middle j)oint of the hypotenuse, is 
e<|ual to half that hypotenuse. Now this follows, 
if the segment containing the right angle l)e a semi- 
circle, and it might be thought that this should be 
assumed only as a manifest corollary from the pro- 
, position, or as the plain converse of the proposition, 
that the angle in a semicircle is a right angle, but 
rather iis identical with that ]»roposition ; for if we 
say the semicircle is a right-angled segment, W'e also 
say that the right-ang’/'d segment is a semicircle. 
But then it might be sa|>posed i 'lat two semicircles 
could stand on one base ; or, which is the same thing, 
that two j)erj)endiculars could be drawn from one 
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point to the same line ; and as these propositions had 
not been in the elements, (though the one follows 
from the definition of the circle, and the other from 
the theorem that the three angles of a triangle are 
equal to two right angles,) and as it might be supposed 
that two or more circles, like two or more ellipses, 
might be drawn on the same axis, therefore the lem- 
ma is demonstrated by a construction into which the 
centre does not enter. Again, in a])plying this lemma 
to the porism (the j)roportion of the segments given 
by similar triangles), a right angle is drawn at tlie 
point of the circumference, to which a line is drawn 
from the extremity of a jierpeiidicular to the given 
line ; and this, though it proves that perpendicular to 
pass through the centre, unless two semicircles could 
stand on the same diameter, is not held suHicieiit ; l)ut 
the analysis is continued by help of the lemma to show 
that the perpendicular to the given line passes through 
the centre of the given circh‘, and that therefore the 
point is found. It is probable that the author In^gaii 
his work with a simple case and gave it a peculiarly 
rigorous investigation in order to explain, as he im- 
mediately after does clearly in the scholium already 
referred to, the nature of the porism, and to illustrate 
the erroneous definitions of later times (i/eorepiKoi) of 
which Pappus complains as illogical. 

Of porisms, examples have been now given both in 
plain geometry, in solid, anu in the higher : that is, 
in their connexion both with straight lines and 
circles, with conic sections, and with curves of the 
third and higher orders. Of an algel)raical porism it 
is easy to give examples from problems becoming indc- 
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terminate ; but these propositions may likewise arise 
from a change in the conditions of determinate pro- 
blems. Thus, if we seek for a number, such that its 
multiple by the sum of two quantities shall be equal 
to its multiple by the difference of these quantities, 
together with twice its multi])le by a third given 
(juantity, we have the equation (« + /y) d'=(a — li) .r+ 
2c, e and 2/j,r=z2c,t: ; in which it is evident, that if 
any number whatever will answer the conditions, 
and thus we have this porism : Two numbers being 
given a third may be found, such that the multiple 
of any number whatever by the sum of the given 
numbers, shall be ecpial to its multiple by their 
differences, together with half its multiple by the num- 
ber to be found. That number is in the ratio of 4 : 3 
to the lesser given number. 

There are many porisms also in dynamics. One 
relates to the centre of gravity which is the poris- 
inatic case of a problem. The j)orism may Idc thus 
enunciated ; — Any numlxjr of points being given, a 
])oint may be found such, that if any straight line 
whatxn'cr be drawn through it, the sum of the per- 
pendiculars to it from the points on one side will 
be (spial to the sum of the perjxmdiculars from the 
points on the other side. That point is consequently 
the centre of gravity : for the system is in equilil)rium 
by the proposition. Another is famous in the his- 
tory of the mixed mathematics. 8ir Isaac Newton, 
by a train of most profound and ingenious investi- 
gation, rediu'ed the problem of Hnding a comet’s place 
from threi* observations problem of such difficulty, 
that he says of it, “ hoitce problema longe difficilimum 
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omniniodo aggressus,”*) to the drawing n straight line 
through four lines given by position, and which shall 
be cut by them in three segments having given ratios 
to each other. Now his solution of this problem, the 
corollary to the twenty-seventh lemma of tlie first 
book, has a porismatic case, that is, a case in which 
any line that can be drawn tlirough the given lines 
will be cut by them in the same proportions, like the 
hires drawn through three harmonieals in the porism 
already given of the hjirmonical curve. To this Newton 
had not adverted, nor to the unfortunate circumstance 
that the case of comets is actually the case in which 
the problem thus becomes capable of an infinite number 
of solutions. The error was only discovered sifter 
1739, when it was found that the comet of that year 
wjis tlirown on the n rong side of the sun by tlie 
Newtonian method. This enormous discrepancy of 
the theory with observation, led to a full consideration 
of the subject, and to a discovery of the jiorismatic case. 

When the studies of a philosopher, and esjieci.illy 
of a mathematician, have been descrilred, his discoveries 
recorded, and liis writings considered, his history 
has l^en written. His jirivate life is generally un- 
varied, filled with sjieculative irupurj , amused by scien- 
tific reading, variegated only by philosophic conversa- 
tion, unless wlien its rejiose is broken by controversy, 
an incident scarce!} possible in the story of mathe- 
maticians. Hr. Sini.'on i-wed to amuse his leisure 
hours, and unl>end his mind in the rela.xation of so- 
ciety ; and from the simplicity of his manners and tlie 
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kindliness of his disposition, as well as from his very 
universal information, he was ever a most welcome 
member of the circles which he frequented. He lived 
in his college cliambers to the last, but received his 
frier ’s occasionally at a neighbouring tavern, where a 
room was alw'ays kept at his disposal. He attended a 
club near the college, and in good weather its mem- 
bers dined every Saturday at Anderston, a suburb of 
Glasgow. In these meetings his chair was always 
reserved for him, being left vacant when he hapj»ened 
to be absent. It is also said to have been his habit to 
sit covered. He was fond of playing for an hour or 
two in the evening at whist, and of calculating chances, 
at whi(;h he generally failed ; but he was on the whole 
a good player, though he was not very patient of his 
])artner’s blunders, nor always bore a bad hand of such 
partner with philosophic meekness. He was fond of 
music, and sometimes would sing a Greek ode to a 
modern air. Professor Robison sjiys he twice hefird 
him sing in this manner “ a Latin hymn to the Divine 
Geometer,” and adds, that the tears stood in his eyes 
as he gave it with devotional rapture. His voice was 
line, says the Professor, and his ear most accurate. 
That he did not always interrupt his geometrical 
meditations in the hours of rehixation is very plain, not 
only from the singular anecdote already related of his 
(Jiscovcry of porisms, but from the date of “ Ander- 
ston ” attached to some of his solutions, indicating that 
they had occurred to him while attending the Saturday 
meetings of the club in that sul^rb. In all his habits 
he was punctual and regular, even measuring the 
exercise which he took by the number of paces he 
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walked. Anecdotes are related of him when inter- 
rupted by some one on his accustomed walk, and after 
hearing what was said, continuing at the number he 
had just before marked, and surprising his acquaint- 
ance by speaking the next number aloud. He was 
exceedingly absent ; and the younger part of the uni- 
versity pupils were wont to play upon this peculiarity. 
It is related that one of the college jjorters being 
dressed up for the purpose, came to ask charity, and in 
answer to the Professor’s questions, gave an atreount 
of himself closely resembling liis own liistory. Wluni 
he found so great a rcsem!>Iance, adds the story, he 
cried out, “ What’s your name ?” and on the answer 
being given, “ l{ol)crt Simson,” he exclaimed with great 
animation, “ Why, it must In.* myself!” — when he awoke 
from his trance. Notwithstanding his absent habits, 
he was an exceedingly good man of busim^ss; he filled 
the office of Clerk of the Faculty in the Univisrsity for 
thirty years, and managed its financial and other 
concerns with great regularity and succe.ss. Hike all 
minds of a high(*r order, his not only had no contemjd, 
for details, but a love of them ; and while clerk he 
made a transcript with his own hand of tin; llniviu’sity 
records, for which lie received a vote of thanks from 
the Senatus Academicus. 

In 1758, being turned of threescore and ten, he 
found it nece.ssary to employ an assistant ; when one of 
his favourite pupils, Dr. V'i’liamson, was appointed his 
helper and successor. Tlie University passed a resolu- 
tion stating his merit# fully, recording in detail his 
services to the college and to science at large, and ]>ro- 
nouncing a warm but just panegyric upon him. He 
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continued for ten years in the pursuit of his favourite 
studies, and the enjoyment of the same social intercourse 
as before. His health, which through his long life had 
been unbroken, remained entire till within a few weeks 
of its close, and he died on the 1st of October, 1768, 
having almost completed his eighty-first year. 

He is represented to have been of a calm and pleas- 
ing presence, of a portly figure, of easy and not un- 
graceful manners. A portrait of him in the college 
library remains, and is said to do him justice. His pupil. 
Dr. Moore, the Greek professor, and author of the cele- 
brated Grammar, also an excellent mathematician and 
great admirer of the ancient geometry, wrote the in- 
scrij)tion which appears under it, marking its author s 
own taste in more ways than one : — 

“ Geometriam sub tyraiino barbaro, sseva servitiite, diu lan- 
giientem, vindicavit unus.” 

His character was lofty and pure ; nothing could ex- 
ceed his love of justice, and dislike of anything sordid or 
low ; nor could he ever bear to hear men reviling one 
another, and, least of all, speaking evil of the absent or 
the dead. In this he closely resembled his celebrated 
pupil Mr. Watt. His religious as well as moral feel- 
ings were strong, and they were habitual. No one in his 
presence ever ventured on the least irreverent or inde- 
corous allusion ; and we find the periods of his geome- 
trical discoveries mentioned with the date and the place, 
and generally an addition of “ Deo" or “ Christo laus,” 
an example of which we hav^e above presented. 

He never was married. Of his l)rothers, one, 
Thomas, was Professor of Medicine at St. Andrew’s,, 
and author of an ingenious and original work on the 
Brain ; his son succeeded him as professor. Another 
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brother was a dissenting minister at Coventry ; and a 
third, also settled there, had a son, Robert, first in the 
army, afterwards in the English Church — Mr. 
Pitt, probably from his love of the mathematics, 
having presented him to a living in the north of Eng- 
land. He was Dr. Simson’s heir-at-law, and to him 
the estates were left. He sold them in 1789, as well 
Kirton Hill as Knock Ewart, which had been pur- 
chased by the Professor’s father in 1713. A niece of 
Dr. Siinson was married to Dr. Moore, the well-known 
novelist, and was mother of the General. That 
illustrious warrior was therefore great nephew of the 
mathematician. Mrs. Moore survived to a recent 
period, and died in extreme old age. 

He be(iueathed his mathematical library and manu- 
scripts to the University of Glasgow, with special direo 
tions touching their disposition, custody, and use. 
They form, it is believed, the most complete collection 
of books and papers in that department of science any- 
where to be seen. 

The extraordinary genius of Dr. Simson for mathe- 
matical pursuits has l)een fully descril)ed in n?cordiiighis 
achievements in that difficult branch of science. That 
he greatly furthered the progress of mathematical 
knowledge by his excellent publications of the ele- 
mentary works of Euclid and Apollonius canuot be 
denied ; nor can it be uoulded that to him we owe a 
revival of the taste for the .aicient analysis, the pure 
geometry, and the means now afforded of gratifying it. 
At the same time there is some room for lamenting 
that his great powers of mind and his patient industry 
of research were not devoted to the pursuit of more 
useful objects ; and there is good rejison to agree in the 



. 8IMS0N. 


515 


opinion expressed by one of his most eminent pupils. 
Professor Robison, that he might have better suc- 
ceeded in his favourite object of recovering the purely 
geometrical methods of investigation, had he relaxed 
a little more from their rigour in applying them to the 
present state of science, and fehoven the ancient analy- 
tical investigation dismembered of its prolixity, relieved 
from its extreme scrupulousness, and subservient to the 
investigations of the problems now become the main sub- 
jects of mathematical inquiry. This has in a great 
measure been performed by the most celebrated of his 
school, JMatthew Stewart, who actually has solved 
Kefder’s problem, and treated almost the whole doc- 
trine of central forces by means of the ancient method.* 
At the same time we have only to cast our eye upon 
his diagrams to be convinced that though he has solved 
the problems and demonstrated the theorems with a 
most wonderful skill, by means purely geometrical, yet 
he never could have obtained either the solutions or 
the demonstrations had not Newton preceded him, 
“ his own analysis carrying the torch l)efore.”t The 
most celebrated proposition in all the ‘ Principia,’ the 
general solution of the inverse problem of central 
forces J, (lib. i. prop, xli.) is closely followed by Stewart, 
and the diagrams are nearly the same. 

* His paper on the sun’s distance, in whi'di he also employs the 
ancient analysis, has been long since provetl erroneous by my friend 
Mr. Dawson of Sedbergh, who wrote anonymously a demonstration 
of the error in 1772. 

f “ Sul mathesi facem pnefferente.”— H ailey. 

1 1 am aware of Professor Pobison’s statement, already cited, of 
Dr. Simson’s opinion that the thirty-ninth i -oposition is the gieatest * 
of all, but I canaot help suspecting the fony-first to be •ntended. 
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This, however, is not the ohly aground of regret; 
for had it been so, the teacher’s de%;t has been thus 
supplied by the scholar. But good cause remains 
to lament that both of those great masters did not abate 
somewhat of their devotion to the Greek Geometry, 
and instead of being captivated only with the view of its 
incomparable beayty, did not help forward by their 
discoveries those branches of the science which, though 
they may have far less grace, have yet a far wider range 
and far greater usefulness. Surely it is deeply to be 
lamented that such extraordinary powers of original 
investigation as both these great men possessed should, 
especially in the case of Stewart, have been wasted upon 
what Professor Robison’s learned wit terms “a super- 
stitious palseology,” and in the overcoming of difficulties'’' 
raised by themselves — of reaching the point in view by 
a devious and hard ascent, when a short and an easy 
path lay open before them — of doing, and not very well 
doing, by an imperfect though elegant tool, and with 
no help from machinery, the same work which might 
‘with far better success and greater facility have been 
performed by the most perfect instrument that ever^nam 
invented ; like the laborious, patient, and ignorant 
Hindh, who with a knife wiQ curve tbeinost bo^ 
ivory trinket, on which he spendi^a. 
have been emphqwd in the most impor^Ut wdrkaby the 








